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THE DAVID FRIEDMAN MEMORIAL AWARD
The David Friedman Award offers a cash prize to the best story or
essay published in Hair Trigger each year. Our thanks go to David
Friedman ' s family, which established this fund in fall 2002 as a
memorial to their son, a talented writer and painter, as well as
an alumnus of Columbia College Chicago and a great friend to
the Fiction Writing Department's students and faculty.

Preface & Acknowledgments
WELCOME TO THIS SPECIAL ANNIVERSARY ED!TION OF H AIR TRIGGER, THE COLUMBIA COLLEGE

Fiction Writing Department's annual anthology of student writing. For thirty of the forty
years that Columbia has featured Story Workshop® writing classes, Hair Trigger has been
pleased to feature the best of the best fiction, creative nonfiction, and plays to come out of
the program. During the three decades since the magazine was founded by former chair and
Story Workshop originator John Schultz, it has established itself as one of the top journals
of its kind in the country. In addition to garnering twenty-two national awards-among them
first-place awards from the Association of Writers and Writing Programs, the Coordinating
Council of Literary Magazines, and the Columbia University Scholastic Press Association-

Hair Trigger has published the work of nearly one hundred individual award winners, many
of whom have gone on to successful careers in writing, publishing, and a variety of other
writing-related professions. Those of us associated with the Fiction Writing Department at
Columbia College Chicago are proud of those students, as well as the many other students
in classes whose work perhaps did not make it into the magazine's pages but who nonetheless played their part in fostering the creative, energetic, and supportive environment that has
become the hallmark of Story Workshop and other classes in the department.
As with previous issues of the magazine, Hair Trigger 30 collects prose fiction and
creative nonfiction writing by undergraduate BA and BFA students, as well as by graduate
students in the MFA in Creative Writing-Fiction , MA in the Teaching of Writing, and
Combined Degree programs. These works come primarily from core Story Workshop
classes-Introdu ction to Fiction Writing, Fiction Writing I and II, Prose Forms, Advanced
Fiction, and Advanced Prose Forms-as well as from Fiction Seminars, Critical Reading
and Writing classes, and a wide variety of creative nonfiction, playwriting, genre fiction,
publishing, electronic applications, and other Specialty Writing classes taught with distinctly complementary and successful approaches. The success of the Story Workshop
approach and those other approaches used in the Fiction Writing Department program is
reflected in the broad range of voices, subjects, forms , and cultural/linguistic backgrounds
represented in all editions of Hair Trigger during its illustrious history, including the edition that you are holding in your hands.
An exhaustive and rigorous selection process is used with Hair Trigger to ensure that
no excellent story-whatever its voice, subject, or approach-will be overlooked. Student
editors in our College Literary Magazine Publishing class work for a semester with a faculty

advisor who helps them reveal their unconscious as well as conscious biases. These editors, formed into two diverse teams, read submissions and decide which should be passed
along to the full group. Those manuscripts passed ahead in the process are read by all editors, who then begin the hard work of discussing which pieces should go into the final
book. Instructors may appeal a rejected piece for another reading and further discussion
by student editors who, along with Faculty Advisor Chris Maul Rice and Coordinator of
Faculty Development Shawn Shiflett, are responsible for making the final decisions. For
space reasons, we are unable to include many excellent stories, plays, and essays each
year; but over the magazine's history, this thorough, fair process has ensured that the best
of the best will eventually see the light of day. Respect for the reader, for content, for form,
for point of view and language, and vividness of telling characterize the selections printed
in this volume, and we believe that the diversity represented in the pages of Hair Trigger
stands as a distinct and refreshing contrast to the so-called "workshop story" found in
many other writing programs. Our appreciation goes to the student editors, chosen for
their own ability as writers and readers.
Congratulations to Chris Maul Rice, who was chiefly responsible as Faculty Advisor
for supervising undergraduate and graduate student editors in the overall selection and
production process for Hair Trigger 30, and to Coordinator of Faculty Development
Shawn Shiflett, who oversees Hair Trigger for the Fiction Writing Department.
Thanks to Associate Chair Patty McNair, and to Andy Allegretti, Don Gennaro
DeGrazia, Ann Hemenway, Gary Johnson, Eric May, Alexis Pride, Lisa Schlesinger,
Shawn Shiflett, Sam Weller, John Schultz, and Betty Shiflett for consulting on matters
affecting the student editors ' complex editorial selection process-as well as to the many
other excellent teacher-writers in the Fiction Writing program.
Thanks to Creative and Printing Services Director Mary Forde and to Corey Plazak,
Edward Thomas, and Ryan Madarik for cover and layout design. Particular thanks go to
Deborah Roberts, Linda Naslund, and Nicole Chakalis for copyediting, proofreading, and
supervising crucial phases of production; to Rob Duffer, Meredith Grahl, Geoff Hyatt, and
Jessica Young for their work as production team leaders; and to LaToya Oby, Kisa
Robinson, Nicolette Kittlinger, Monique Lewis, and Mike Sims for their production assistance. And special thanks to Mica "The Kerning Bulldog" Racine, who has long given us
invaluable assistance in production and design of Hair Trigger and other projects.

Our profound gratitude goes to Warrick Carter, President of Columbia College
Chicago; to Steve Kapelke, Provost and Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs;
Louise Love, Vice President for Academic Affairs; to Eliza Nichols, Dean of the School
of Fine and Performing Arts ; and to Keith Cleveland, Dean of Graduate
Administration/Student Services for their continuing support and encouragement of this
program.
We owe a debt, above all , to the over 700 students registered for classes in the Fiction
Writing Department each semester, from whose writing the selected pieces in this volume
were gleaned.
We sincerely hope that you enjoy the original and inventive work appearing in this
historic edition of Hair Trigger.
Randall Albers, Chair
Fiction Writing Department

Hair Trigger 30 Student Editors
Alverne Ball
Donell Bonaparte
Tony Bowers
John Cahill
Max Glaessner
Sheree L. Greer
Mary Beth Hoerner
April Newman
Ashley Pflaumer
Daniel Prazer

Hair Trigger 30 Faculty Advisor
Chris Maul Rice

Afterbirth
Stephanie Shaw

MY OBSTETRICIAN HAS FOUR HEADS. SHE STANDS IN FRONT OF ME, ARMS
crossed, tapping one foot. She only has the two feet.
We are in Evanston, and she wears sensible shoes or expensive clogs,
and natural fibers to draw the eye away from the four heads.
I sit on the edge of the exam table, in a nest of feathers, twine, and
bits of bone. The stirrups are up, flanking me, each giving me the great
big hairy eyeball, just like my obstetrician. Only she has eight eyes.
My obstetrician holds out her hands.
She only has the two hands.
In them, she holds a small, opaque lump.
Fleshy and purple-veined, it is about the size, color, and texture of a
large plum tomato, recently blanched and peeled. She holds it out in
front of her, cupped in her hands, priest about to bless the host. Almost
imperceptibly, the lump shifts and sighs, whether on its own or under
some subtle manipulation from her gloved fingers is impossible to tell,
and I realize that (oops!) this is my amniotic sac, one of them.
Containing (oops!) the fetus, one of them. I had somehow managed to
misplace it, scatterbrained me, and my obstetrician is not angry with me,
she is just very, very disappointed.
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"Just because there are two of them," she tells me, "does not mean
we can afford to be careless."
I cup my palms, and my obstetrician dumps the thing cautiously into
them. It is warm and sticky.
My obstetrician has four mouths, of course, lipstick faded after a
hard day of blood and afterbirth. She has four noses, all of them very
thin bridged and possessed of expressive nostrils, like the noses of young
female movie stars. Her eyes number eight, and they are so sincere that
they have no choice but to be pale blue. She is varying shades of sandy,
no-nonsense blond. One of the heads tells me that she needs to punch a
needle through my abdominal wall and into my melon belly, so she can
extract secret baby juice and read its code. Another head deciphers my
blood results and tells me that one or both of my babies stands an
increased risk of arriving in this world with Down syndrome. One tells
me to get into bed and stay there. The other says nothing, just snaps on
a glove, reaches inside me and punches me in the cervix to make sure it's
still closed.
It is difficult to argue with a four-headed obstetrician-she has three
more mouths than I, and many more degrees of higher education, and
anyway, I have been taught not to argue with doctors. They are high
priestesses, and best avoided all together, if possible.
I cannot avoid them. I am manacled with a blood-pressure cuff.
I breathe, as I have been instructed. I examine the living tomato in
my hands.
I squint at it, trying to see the child inside, looking for claws or
webbed feet, pearly horns or wisps of smoke from tiny, dilated nostrils.
But the sac I have built is tough and it resists my scrutiny. I see nothing
but the throb of it. It doesn't believe in long-range predictions any more
than I do. Before anyone can stop me, I put it in my mouth and am
reminded of my grandmother's spaghetti sauce before I swallow it whole.
Now bear with me, because here is where it starts getting a little
weird. A little of the fairy tale comes into play here.
And why not?
A fairy tale often starts with a childless woman, doesn't it, one who
would give anything to anyone-her soul, for instance, to the devil or
the witch or the toad in her bathwater-for the gift of a child? And let
me tell you something about this woman. It's not so much that she has
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love in her heart to spare, or that she's known all her life that mothering
was her destiny, or that she woke one morning with all her nurturing
powers suddenly revved up and ready to be unleashed on an unsuspecting infant.
It's that she thought it might be kind of cool to have a baby.
After all, she has the reliable life partner, and she has the life insurance, and, let's face it, she's never going to finish writing that postmodern sword and sorcery novel she started ten years ago, and suddenly, for inexplicable reasons, the majority of her art is about poultry.
But the main thing-the main reason why she wants to have a
baby-is that after an extended period of fucking in various efficacious
positions, and even consulting a wizard or two, nature seems to be
telling her she can't.
She cannot seem to get pregnant.
This woman, who, whatever else can be said about her, has almost
certainly descended from a long line of mothers, cannot be one herself.
And so comes the mystical line of pharmaceuticals, the Clomid and
the Pergonal and the subcutaneous injections administered daily, and the
praying and the paying and the sacrificing of the nanny goat and the
blood in the stone basin offered up to the goddess on the mountaintop
and the witch in the woods and the occasional urologist.
And this woman perseveres. She is awarded a child. Or two. Or more.
And a four-headed obstetrician.
I open my mouth, unnaturally wide, place the sac on the back of my
tongue, and swallow. There is heat; there is oregano and basil and bay
leaf, red wine, a touch of cinnamon, just a pinch of sugar to cut the
acidity. I am reminded of my grandmother's kitchen. I never liked my
grandmother very much, but she made a kick-ass spaghetti sauce.
The nest of feathers on the examination table begins to unravel, and
the feathers float separately upwards, as if there has been a shift in the
density of the air around us. Slowly, I follow them. Scattering bits of
ivory and agate from my nest, I rise from the table in full lotus position,
my navel eclipsing my crossed ankles, serene as a long-haired Buddha,
but only for a split second.
Then, I fluoresce.
I emerge from the thin cotton gown tied only at the back of my neck,
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eyes lighting, gloriously naked, my blood-heavy belly swinging in slowmotion majesty, nipples magenta with maternal rage, my hair lifting in
a sudden ripple of internal heat. My rib cage cracks open with the terrible popping sound of tendons under duress, a taste like lighter fluid on
my tongue, a high-pitched keening at the center of me.
My obstetrician steps backwards, confused, and attempts to shield
all her eyes with two inadequate hands. Civilization, inhibition, thought
fall away as my limbs stretch forth into talons. Wings evolve like timelapse photography Darwin, dark purple, filling the examination room
with giant bat majesty.
I open my mouth and my tongue unfurls, sparking like flint; a jet of
flame shoots out, triumphant, along with the words, "Fuck your amniocentesis, ladies!"
I eat them, and their speculums, none of them virgins. Then I notice
something twitching out of the corner of my eye and turn to pursue it.
I spend a pleasant hour in the wrecked examination room, just chasing
my own tail.
That night, I wake to the sound of my ribs creaking under my own
weight. The ratio of baby to bladder is not in my favor. The pillow I had
so carefully positioned under my abdomen and between my legs when I
went to sleep is flattened under all this potential. I hear my daughter
sigh and shift in her crib, down the hall. I have been pregnant, or recovering from pregnancy, most of the last two years. I am a stunned Dutch
oven. The man beside me snores and sweats, but both of them lightly,
and his knee against my back offers a comforting counter-pressure to
the babies pressing from within. He will not be going with me,
tomorrow, to see the specialist. We have already been told the birth is
"high risk." Before sleep, my husband shakes the information off like
drops of water from his shower, and shifts in between the sheets.
"A specialist is just going to throw some numbers at us and repeat what
the OB said," he tells me. "We can't know anything until they're born."
I am going anyway. "I am going anyway," I tell him, but he is asleep.
My belly is a hollowed-out boulder filled with soft bone and heavy
syrup, and during the course of my sleep it has slung itself hard right of
center, dragging my resisting hips with it, skewing my spine. Everything
is heavy and dark, as if Pompeii has fallen on me. I wait in the dark, for
some speck of light, for some rugged archaeologist to brush the dust
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from my twisted form and lift my bones from my wrecked bed.
I will probably never sleep again, and so to amuse myself, I go over
my list of anxieties. There are currently thirty articles and I tell them like
rosary beads, roll them like olives in my mouth, rearrange them like
twigs in a nest.
1. The babies haven't moved in two hours.
2.Money
3. The sound of wind chimes when there isn't any wind
4. Symptoms of senile dementia in my cat
5. God is definitely this Guy, and he never wanted me to be a mother
to begin with and I have subverted nature, much like Dr. Frankenstein,
and remember what happened to Mary Shelley; her husband ran
screaming from her that time they were vacationing in Geneva because
he swore he saw eyes where her nipples were supposed to be.
6. I need more folic acid in my diet.
7. My eighteen-month-old is on to me.
8. Someday she will meet someone who wants to fuck her.
9. I'm turning into Erma Bombeck.
10. Erma Bombeck is dead.
11. Satan
12. Jesus
13. Incontinence
14 Now I'll never be a movie star.
15. That beer I shouldn't have had last weekend
16. The public school system
17. I'll never be sexy again.
18. I was never sexy to begin with.
19. I place too much importance on being sexy.
20. What is sexy, anyway?
21. My bathwater was too hot; I have inadvertently boiled my
babies' brains.
22. Lead paint
23. What is that? Is that a goiter?
24. I'm a fraud.
25. Soon everyone will realize I'm a fraud.
26. Down syndrome
27. Global warming
28. The pros and cons of circumcision
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29. My life is like the first twenty minutes of a disaster movie.
30. The babies haven't moved in two hours.
So when the dragon comes barreling down on me like a whistling,
murderous Chinese New Year, I am not surprised. It arrives in a blast of
red black heat, rolling eyes, and charcoal-tinged farts. At the foot of my
bed it pauses to sneeze, a stringy line of flaming snot escaping its nostrils and narrowly missing the cat, which sleeps on, like my husband,
unperturbed.
It is red.
Not fire engine red, but heart's blood. Aorta!. It sort of hangs there
like an unexpected metaphor, filling the room with its lizard funk, its
wings spread and riding an impossible updraft, or maybe just floating
on its own heat. The air beneath it bends and ripples. The streetlight
from outside our bedroom window filters in through the bamboo shade
and picks out the black edging that scallops the scales of its wings.
It looks like my grandmother's spaghetti sauce tastes: pepper-tempered, oily, irresistible, with just a whiff of anchovy on its breath.
It is staring at me stupidly.
Stupid, stupid animal.
I know I should leap to my feet, grab a sword from somewhere,
defend my family; I should go for its belly, as it would go for mine. But
I haven't been able to leap to my feet for some time now, and the closest
thing we have to a sword is a meat cleaver, and I would have to get out
of the bed, past the dragon, and all the way to the kitchen to get it.
Besides, it would disturb both husband and cat if I were to engage in
battle with a creature from my girlhood at this absurd hour.
So I wait. I wait and see. I wait for the dragon to speak, to make dire
predictions about the fate of my children, my husband, my cat. But it
doesn't say a word. It just swivels its lizard head around and gazes
momentarily at my husband.
At the bookshelves from Crate & Barrel.
At the desk from The Container Store.
At the Little Tykes plastic kitchen set that my daughter got for
Christmas.
At the Pampers, the cell phones, the iPods, the printer/scanner/fax
machine. Its gaze travels out to the red minivan in our detached garage,
then back inside where it sneers briefly at the cable TV. It causes the
edges of last year's tax return to curl slightly with heat, and it notices the
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Christmas card we got from our mortgage associate, Dan Kozar (who,
if you're looking for someone, has been nothing but helpful to us).
I see the pale underside of the dragon's throat as it raises its head to
observe the ceiling fan; with its eyes it tries to follow the fan's circling
blades for one confused moment, and then abandons it. The dragon
glares at me, shuddering, wings arching inquisitively.
I shrivel, not with its heat, but with its disapproval.
"I have to pee," I tell it finally.
It flees out the back way, through the kitchen door, knocking over a
pile of fastidiously stacked recyclables. I hear paper and plastic scatter
and bounce off the kitchen floor.
In the silence that follows, the cat yawns, in that sudden way cats do.
Once I am certain that the dragon is gone, I pry myself from sweatsoaked sheets. The floorboards creak under my weight.
In the bathroom, after I pee, I check for blood in the bowl and on
the toilet paper. The toilet paper is white, and the bowl is blameless. I
am peeing so often that my urine is nearly colorless. No blood floats in
the water there, but I'll keep checking as I have done, nearly compulsively, for the last four months.
I pause in the kitchen and clumsily squat to gather the bundles of
newspaper scattered around in the dragon's wake. The tile in this
kitchen is a delightful Italian slate. Cold as hell, even in August, and
receptive to stains. My daughter has come to grief on it more than once,
I've broken a number of wine glasses on it, and now the dragon has
tracked what looks like smoke damage across it. I will try to scrub it out
in the morning. I close the kitchen door, wondering why we left it open
in the first place.
In the dark hallway, I pause at my daughter's door, listening to the
wet, uneven breathing typical of toddler sleep.
She is some kind of sea creature, a baby squid, hard where you
expect her to be soft and vice versa. Not a sweet, cooing, ornamental
baby, but an inquisitive force of nature, and a humorous one. She will
need all of her humor in the weeks to come.
Back in my own bed, arranging my pillows just so under my big,
white belly, I consider weeping, but I can't spare the salt.
My husband snores like an oblivious summer storm.
In the morning, over orange juice and a prenatal vitamin, I will tell
him about the dragon. I will show him the smoke damage on the cold
slate tile. I will tell him that, while house hunting, we cannot consider
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anything red. No red barn board, no red kitchens, no red trim around
colonial blue shingles.
I'll never see the color red again without my heart breaking for that
vision of it that flew in on smoke-streaked wings and paused to sneeze
all over our lifestyle.
The babies stir. I sleep.
This is not at all like the first time.
The first time goes like this.
It is a very warm day, but in the time it takes us to walk from the car
to the emergency room (I insist on walking because I'm a trooper) the
wind has changed and it is downright chilly in my flowing summer
maternity dress.
(I wonder what portents lay behind this sudden ominous change in
weather.)
Pretty Evanston hospital.
Pert RN.
Pretty labor and delivery room complete with glider rocker and
medical equipment hidden behind flowered panels in the walls. I speak
to my mother on the phone while a no-nonsense intern decides to insert
what looks like a long crochet hook up me to break my water. The
sound is like a rubbery balloon resisting attack. The fluid leaves me and
hits the tile floor with a resounding splat, and I say "No, Ma, look, I've
got to go now, things are happening here," while the contractions come
and go with great regularity; but I do not twist and moan like in the
movies or even on TV, I just feel the need to inform everyone when the
contractions are coming and when they are peaking and when they are
going away, and I think this isn't so hard, it's not like taking a math test,
for instance, I can't fail it, for instance, people stupider than I have given
birth, lord knows, and yes, I'll take the drugs, any drugs, all drugs, and
that's much better except I feel sick so I throw up into a bed pan and I
push and the drugs wear off and I push and there's conversation about
how hospitals used to give the placenta to cosmetic companies to put in
shampoos and things but that was before AIDS, now they just throw it
away, and it's bright and cheerful in the room like a sporting event and
I don't even get to yell at my husband like they do on TV, I don't feel the
need, just once he's talking a little too rapidly and I say "shhhh" (and he
does!) and I feel sick again, I've been pushing two hours, so I throw up
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into the bedpan again, and that does it.
That is how my daughter arrives. With a rush of vomit and me too
busy clearing my mouth to notice.
Later, she and I stared at each other from our respective beds. I was
afraid to pick her up. I didn't know if it was allowed.
I'm not afraid of giving birth. That's the least of my worries. I'm
afraid of what comes after.
Some things they don't tell you about.
Hemorrhoids: wherein the tortured veins around your anus rise to
the surface in swollen masses of tissue, and cry revolt. Not every woman
gets them, but many do. They come from straining during the birth, and
they will cause your fully dressed husband to wince when he is standing
there like a great big hairy cheerleader between your shaking legs. If
you're lucky, he will later remark that they put him in mind of that time
he was at the zoo and was mooned by a female baboon in estrus. Your
mother will warn you, with typical grim glee, to forever after be wary of
sitting on hot concrete, or a radiator, as the heat will "bring them out
again." This may prove to be untrue. But something does bring them out
again. From time to time. For the rest of your life.
Episiotomies: wherein the doctor makes a small incision to the perineum (that's the area between the anus and the vagina, for you amateurs) in order to facilitate the birth. Midwives hate them and swear
they're not needed. Doctors swear by them and say it keeps the woman
from getting torn up. The woman in labor doesn't give a shit. The
trauma surrounding her cunt is, by that point, so transcendentally mindblowing that a quick snip with some silver surgical scissors is more or
less an unremarkable event. Though the stitches may itch, later.
Fluid: wherein you empty out. There's a lot of it and it pours out of
you, and it gets all over. It is amniotic fluid and blood and in some cases
shit, but don't worry, the orderlies mop it up. Don't worry about the
orderlies. Don't wonder what would've happened to you if you'd grown
up in the sort of dire circumstances that makes orderlies out of people.
You are not an orderly. You do not have to mop up the juice bucketing
out of a helpless privileged white woman with her legs up and her eyes
up and her belly heaving like that of an albino mare. You are not an
orderly. You are not responsible for someone else's goo. Yet.
Dragons: wherein they perch on your very chest, like in a painting
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by Hieronymus Bosch. They may just be metaphors. Ignore them as best
you can.
This is not like the first time.
For one thing, the last time had been in a different hospital, a nicer
hospital. In this hospital there is no gliding rocker and the equipment is
not hidden like wolves in the walls, it's right out there in the open.
Last time, there had been no dragons.
This is no tasteful birthing suite, but a small hard room with monitors and no windows and the ubiquitous TV screwed high on one wall,
because we know what's important. I can understand why the dragon
crouches there. It's a good roosting spot, the highest spot in the room.
As the student nurse stands next to my bed and attempts to find a
likely spot on the inside of my elbow, she brushes aside leathery wings,
irritated, mostly, by the color of them. "The color of these things," she
complains, the dragon wings flapping lazily around her. She is a tiny
woman, herself caramel colored, with an accent I think might be Filipino.
The lilt of her voice is tropical, but she is trying for a brisk bedside manner
and her hands are not confident. Her needle drags across my nerves before
finding its way into my vein. I hiss, which is what I do when I'm in pain.
I breathe in. I have been told, in birthing classes, that you're supposed to
breathe out. But a person can't breathe out all the time.
I hiss, and the dragons answer; they hiss, and flutter, drawing the
student nurse's eye.
"I can't get over the color of them," she marvels, but not over their
actual presence. "The color of what is it now? That trendy poison all the
Romantic poets drank?"
I am surprised out of my middle class, liberal arts complacency.
What does a Filipino student nurse know about Romantic poets?
"Absinthe?" I venture.
It's true. My student nurse has got it right. The dragons glow like
something distilled from nature but mixed by mankind, potentially
lethal, a gleaming riot of green under dull fluorescent light.
"That's right!" The student nurse unsnaps the rubber tourniquet
from around my arm with a flourish. "You teach poetry or something?"
she asks.
I am not so far gone yet that I will admit to being a poet, even under
torture. But I am disturbed by the assumption that I am a "teacher" and
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not a "doer." It takes my mind off the Pitocin drip that is about to be
directed into my bloodstream, and the stink of hot linoleum.
"Hey, can we do something about the animals in here?" my husband
asks, sparing me the difficulty of answering the poet question. He has
come up from the cafeteria with a milkshake for me.
"She can't have that," the nurse says and promptly confiscates it.
"Empty stomach, remember?"
"Shitfire," I say, morose in the bed, with a fetal monitor strapped to
my belly and an armful of Pitocin guaranteed to start my labor.
"Hello?" says my man, as the little Filipino nurse walks past him out
the door. "About the dragons?"
She has an eye for color, but her work here is done, and she doesn't
spare my husband a glance.
"I'll see what we can do," she says, in passing.
My husband finds the dragons distasteful, but he's not alarmed. There
have been hints of them around before. Most notably at our wedding,
when the cake burst into flames as we cut it, and at my father's funeral,
where many of them showed up dressed as professional Sicilian mourners.
They may have been at our daughter's birth, come to think of it, but he
was too busy looking at her to notice, and I was too busy watching him
look at her. The dragons may have been hiding, at that time.
Now there are two dragons, we think, but it's difficult to tell them
apart. They're both the same poisonous green, and they're off in a
corner, coiled into one another like snakes. It's difficult to tell where one
starts and the other begins. They are smallish.
It is not lost on me that I am now beginning to think of certain
dragons as "smallish."
These are not quite the size of certain prehistoric alligators I'd read
about in the second grade. It is their wings that take up so much room.
Like the elbows of adolescents, they shoot out at odd moments and
knock magazines out of our hands. One of them knocks my husband's
coffee cup over onto one of the monitors; the machine whines and hisses
and a nurse trots in to frown and adjust it. She is not my little student
nurse, but stern and large-bosomed and dark brown, and I am afraid of
her. My dragons have made a mess, and I'm afraid I will be scolded.
Instead, she picks up the chart by the bed, sponges coffee off of it
with a tissue, and squints at it severely.
"How are the contractions?" she asks.
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Pitocin is an evil chemical made from the piss of pregnant horses, or
so I've been told. It is designed to jump-start labor, and all the midwives
and the other mothers have warned me about it. "Worst contractions
you'll ever experience," they all predicted with funereal cheer.
So far, it hasn't been so bad. Deep within, the contractions announce
that they are still a long way off, like the distant rumblings of a train
that hasn't reached my station yet.
"I'm fine," I tell her, which is my stock answer to any person I catch
in a lab coat, or working anywhere near a doctor's office or a hospital.
"I'm fine." Please don't work your voodoo on me.
"We'll just crank up the drip, then," says the nurse, and adjusts my IV.
A train whistles ominously. One of the dragons lifts its head.
"Did anyone else hear that?" I ask.
"I can't hear anything," my husband says, gesturing towards the
dragons, "with these things, here, wheezing like this. Nurse, can we
either get them out of here or get another room?"
"There's been a bit of an infestation, I'm afraid," says the stern nurse.
"You mean they're all over the hospital?" I ask. "No. Just in here."
"Can we get another room?"
"I'm afraid not." Having wiped the coffee off the monitors with
common paper towels, she leaves us.
My husband has gone to get more magazines.
There is nothing left to do.
We have observed the habits of the dragons (one of them has defecated, sizzlingly, against the far white wall) but we don't talk about the
number of neonatal specialists who have checked in with us, or what we
think we might have seen on the last ultrasound screen. We don't talk
about the number of chromosomes we are hoping for.
Down syndrome babies are awarded an extra chromosome.
As open-minded as we try to be, my husband and I find it a dubious
award.
We are hoping, and trying not to be crass about it, for forty-six chromosomes per cell.
There are forty-six chromosomes in a normal cell.
But what's normal?
I am huge with two infant boys, pregnant mare's piss is pumping
through my veins in an effort to startle me into labor, and I have no idea
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how many chromosomes the average dragon needs to rack up in order
to appear ordinary. Their wings are folded on their backs, and they nap,
one on top of the TV, one in the corner on the floor behind my husband's chair.
My husband sighs and shifts and finds the chair too hot, eventually.
He pulls back the hospital blanket and rubs my feet. He puzzles out the
monitors, absorbs himself in the green blip of my heartbeat on the
screen, and tries to follow the quicker heartbeats of Baby A and Baby B
on the screen below.
I send him for magazines.
I tell him I want something thick and glossy, smooth-haired and fulllipped and the kind of shoes I would never wear because (although I am
proud of my legs) I feel hobbled and helpless in high heels. I want a
scented page full of nothing but a single Prada sling-back. I want to
meditate on it, on its knife edges, designed to keep a woman off-balance,
spread-legged, unable to dig in or to flee, tilted forward, ass out, constantly on the verge of being tipped over and fucked. I am a mother, and
currently my feet are bare, but I took care to shave my legs for the birth,
and I find myself craving that sort of frivolous, self-imposed imbalance.
They have given me a wee drop of morphine.
So when I thumb the remote for the TV, and hear the sounds of kids
screaming over cell phones, and see helicopters circling a nondescript
high school in a nondescript suburb, it takes me a long time to sort it
out. There is gunfire, and students, their shirts riding up to expose their
backs as they drop one another from broken windows. The dragon sitting on top of the TV is awake now. It has brought its hind leg up to its
mouth and is gnawing industriously on its talons.
"What is this?" I ask it. "Where is this? A bombing? Israel?"
The dragon is so pretty, and green, and lethal as a Prada sling back.
Like the shoe, it has no answers, but it spits heat.
When my husband returns with copies of the New Yorker and
Harper's, I am sweating.
"There's something going on in Colorado," I tell him. "Something
biblical. Two boys. Ow."
The morphine has worn off. The contractions feel like fists. I am
being pounded from the inside. My husband drops the magazines and
does this beautiful thing where he runs to my side and picks up my hand
and starts rubbing it, and my arm. Unfortunately, it's the arm with the
IV in it.
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"Ow!" I yelp. "Goddamit, ow, there's a needle in there, man!"
"Sorry," says my husband. "Two boys," he says.
"Colorado," I say.
"No, here," he says. "Soon."
"Two boys are killing their classmates in Colorado," I say. I push the
green power button on the remote control and we watch emergency
vehicles circle, hear the kitschy pop of automatic weapons, listen to panicked high-school kids on cell phones conferring with media vultures.
My husband's face is like a souffle at first; soft in the middle, collapsing, then hard around the edges. I feel I have spoiled his party by
turning on the TV. He doesn't like TV and this is his day, the day he will
stand back and watch sons emerge like some sort of magic trick, like
rabbits out of a hat. For him, it is as though he cut the deck thirty-eight
weeks ago and is only now being presented with his card, the Two of
Hearts. Maybe he is not counting chromosomes; maybe I'm the only one
doing that.
He despises standing by.
He cannot watch what is happening in Colorado, he is powerless
when it comes to Columbine, but when it comes time, he will take his
children in his hands, and study them thoroughly. He will catalogue
their parts, and he will not flinch.
He puts his hand on my forehead now, and keeps it there, walking
alongside my bed as the orderlies roll me into the OR.
There are two boys in Colorado who have had it. They will not live
out the day.
They will kill themselves while I am having my legs taped to the stirrups. I do not realize I'm having my legs taped to the stirrups. There is
a dragon on my belly. The two boys who are killing themselves do not
realize that somewhere in the Midwest, a woman is lying on her back,
spread open among strangers in a hard white room, wondering about
those same two boys, wondering why no one will do anything about the
goddamned dragon. It's unhygienic, to say the least, and it is drooling
napalm, which runs in hot lines down either side of me. It hurts.
"I thought you left," I tell it. "I thought you were so done with me.
I thought you were all red and black and sneering at my tax returns and
my varicose veins."
But it is here, as undeniably green as a new fig leaf. It inches forward,
puts its head down on my breasts, and nudges the underside of my chin
with the top of its horny jaw. I realize I do not want it to leave. It flinches
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slightly at the sound of the duct tape being ripped from the roll. A nurse
heaves one of my legs onto the stirrups and tapes my ankle to it.
My four-headed obstetrician is draped in OR green, which clashes
with the dragon, but I can tell by the way her surgical masks crease that
all four mouths are smiling reassuringly at me. Four neonatal specialists
stand guard next to two empty incubators, quietly discussing their
weekends. One of them mentions a sailboat, the other his prize-winning
rose bushes. The orderlies hold their mops at the ready and an anesthesiologist with an unpronounceable name and deft fingers quickly slips a
needle in between the vertebrae of my lower back.
They all move around the room like geese, with their green paper
caps and their quick hands and feet.
I raise my head, and meet the eyes of the dragon. In their many
facets, I can see the hairline fractures of time and space and all the blood
that fills them up, and beyond that my own bare knees, spread wide
apart. The fists inside of me flex and try to knuckle their way out.
This will all end in tears, I think, and I have to close my eyes to
dispel the sudden, quick headache. A soft voice in the room draws attention to my blood pressure. They have taped my legs to the stirrups
because I can't feel them. The fists inside me relax.
I tilt my head back on the table and stare at the anesthesiologist,
who has worked his mojo on me. He smiles pleasantly, swarthy and
competent, with strong-looking teeth, one of Ali Baba's thieves. Along
with the pain, he has robbed me of my ability to cut and run. Plastic
tubes lead to plastic bags leading to my spine, to my arm, to my monitors. The Filipino nurse keeps her lovely accent in her mouth while she
rearranges metal carts on wheels, and soaks rolls of gauze in a basin full
of yellow-brown disinfectant.
"Should I push?" I want to know.
"No, no, no, no," says my four-headed OB.
"I don't like where your blood pressure is going," says one.
"Baby A is breech," says another.
"I'm going to try to turn him around," says the third, and puts one
arm inside me, up to her elbow. Her other arm is on my belly, manipulating. Because my anesthesiologist is so Ali Baba competent, this affects
me only slightly, as though I were a purse and the OB was rooting
around in me for a set of lost keys. Her eyebrows draw together, and the
crease between them deepens as she concentrates, the one face close to
my belly, the others hovering, watching my blood pressure. She frowns
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in frustration, and swivels her head around to communicate a silent
message to her sisters.
"You need to sign this," says the fourth OB, presenting me with a
clipboard and a Bic Rollerball pen. I scribble my signature on a release
form as the stern black nurse introduces a catheter into my bladder.
Knives are readied while the nurse who knows a thing or two about the
Romantic poets tents me. My pregnancy disappears from my sight by a
surgical screen arranged just above my breasts. My arms are free of it,
but I am cut off from the action. The dragon is still there, peering out,
kittenish from beneath green draping.
"Fuck off," I tell it. "You're gonna have to move." It retreats beneath
the tent.
My obstetrician steps forward, eyes as sincere as the four surgical
masks that cover her mouths. She bends over me. I am her work, now,
and she has taken no chances, she knows my tricks. I cannot rise up
righteous this time. I feel nothing below my pumping heart.
She selects a scalpel and holds it up casually. There is nothing that
catches the light like a brand new scalpel.
I breathe, as I have been instructed.
I am splayed, filleted, my spine does not know itself. I am a beached
sea creature dredged up from its purple cave and tied down, gray, under
white lights. Who knows what could come out of me: a cloud of ink, a
hail of bullets, a sermon, some dice, a pair of dragons. My husband, in
his green paper shower cap, waits nervously by my head, ready to do his
duty and cut the cord. Will he still get to cut the cord? No, he is not
allowed past the tent around my belly. Huh, they let a dragon hang out
in there, but not a tenured college professor; this is some crazy hospital.
My OB's hands disappear behind the draping, and I imagine a thin red
mouth opening from east to west in the flesh of my belly, below my navel.
A tugging commences, just barely north of my groin. The OB has set
her scalpel down and has slipped her gloved fingers into the incision, in
order to pry me apart. The dragons shriek and fly up with a great commotion of wings and claws, as my abdominals are muscled apart. In a
panic, the dragons knock the ceiling fixture askew, throwing light into
the eyes of the anesthesiologist, my gentle kidnapper, who swears softly.
As they spread their wings and attempt to circle the small OR, I lift
my head to follow their flight, but find I cannot lift my ribcage.
I wonder, wildly, if my feet are cold.
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My hands are free, and unaffected, and I raise one arm to shield my
eyes from the glare of the light. The anesthesiologist, seeing that it is the
arm with the IV, reaches across my face to grab me, and keep me from
pulling the needle out.
I can't help it, I bite him.
I bite him right on the underside of his arm, in the meaty part just
shy of his armpit. He tastes like very good Volpi salami. His shriek joins
that of the dragons, higher pitched, and I release him. He jerks away
from me, pivoting to show one of the nurses the damage I have done.
My husband has my other hand in his, and he bends to put his mouth
close to my ear.
"Don't do that, honey," he says. His breath is coffee stale, and the only
familiar thing in the room. I can see the gray in his razor stubble cheeks.
My obstetrician turns one head to frown at the fracas the dragons
are causing, and one of the orderlies reaches over my open belly to
adjust the light, and another takes a swipe at one of the dragons with a
mop head.
"Don't," I say.
Orderly and dragon face off, baring teeth at each other. The dragon
clings high in one white corner, scrambling with its talons to find a
clawhold. The frill around its head extends, threatening, and the orderly
responds by puffing out his chest and swinging a (mercifully empty) galvanized waste bucket by the handle in widening circles, like a mace on
a chain. Nurses dodge. A metal cart falls over with a clang, scattering
gauze and tubes of ointment.
"Don't," I insist, loud now. "Leave him alone, cut it out." The other
dragon takes refuge under an incubator, and spits sparks at the neonatal
specialist, who takes it upon himself to chase the creature out with a surgical tool.
"You're frustrating them," I warn, familiar with the signs of incipient temper tantrum. "You're not giving them good choices," I say. The
neonatal guy ignores me and jabs at the dragon with a pair of silver forceps. There will be fire soon, and blood.
I have been known to go into paroxysms of panic over the sight of
a spider, or a worm-white cicada struggling out of its shell. Once a week,
I get into a sweat contemplating death by automobile, a scenario in
which I imagine my sternum penetrated by a steering column while the
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radio continues to play a Steely Dan song. The sound of a single wind
chime from the neighbor's yard on an otherwise still summer night can
make my mouth go dry and rob me of sleep. I know exactly who my
husband's coffin bearers will be, in spite of the fact that he does not
want a coffin, he wants ashes and an urn, but whoever heard of urn
bearers, and anyway, I'm determined to die before he does. Since my
daughter was born, my nightmares no longer end in my death. My
nightmares begin with my death, and they deal in the details of my girl's
miserable existence as an orphan in, for some reason, the streets of
Victorian London.
Everything is just so fucking fragile, you know?
Flat on my back, skinned, unable to move, I recognize fear that, for
once, is not mine, although very like it.
"Call Security," says one of my OB's heads, just as the dragon under
the incubator lunges and draws blood from the hand of the neonatalogist. A sweet-looking young nurse gives a little scream, and the dragon
high in one corner gives off a puff of flame that cauterizes the instruments on the surgical table. The OB's fingers are singed, but she remains
calm and involved in her work, peeling away layers of my belly, digging
for gold. "Call Security," she repeats.
Security, I think, will have crew cuts and guns. Security will walk in
and smell blood and see my fatty tissue gleaming yellow, and they will
want to fix everything. They will be in uniform. They will think they
know what's best.
I lift my head and shoulders from the table. "NO!" I bellow; monstrous and wounded, like Grendel's mother.
Grendel's mother is never properly described, except that she is
something like Grendel, only worse. I am worse.
"NO!" I roar and bawl. "No Security, Security makes no one feel
secure, no one's calling Security, if Security comes in here, I am calling
the whole thing off, so everyone just calm the fuck down! And that
includes you two!"
The dragons close their mouths with a snap. Everyone freezes,
except for the nurse who is cleaning the wounded doctor's hand, and the
other nurse who is bandaging the wounded anesthesiologist's arm, and
my OB, who has made it to my uterus.
"These are mine," I tell the room at large. There is a heart monitor
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pinching my finger like a clothespin, and I use it to point at the dragons.
"No one touches them, or I will sue for malpractice."
All eight of my OB's eyebrows rise at this, and she concentrates on
unzipping my womb.
"You two-," I address the dragons, "need to understand that you
are a scary couple of motherfuckers and you can't fly off the handle
every time you get spooked. There is work going on here. Stay out of the
way and let people concentrate."
Before the dragons can so much as sulk, the thin wail of infants
interrupts the momentary silence, and suddenly everyone is moving.
I glimpse only a flash of new pink before four doctors converge on
the squirming things, carry them to the other side of the room, cover
them, suction them, and rub them with what seems unnecessary vigor.
One of my dragons is still cowering up in the corner, held at bay by
a distrustful orderly. My husband strides forward, Saint George,
snatches the janitorial bucket from the surprised man's hand, and
throws it down at the foot of the operating table, just in time to catch
the steaming placenta the OB has tossed away. The dragons slide out of
their defensive postures and slink casually towards the bucket.
My husband stops by my monstrous head, puts my stretched mouth
back into place by kissing it, scrapes the scales off my face with his
unshaven cheek, and then goes to take a look at the infants. As he examines them, I cannot see the expression on his face.
I turn my head and close my eyes, listening to the OB hum in fourpart harmony while she sews me back up. I try to rest, and concentrate
on the pulling and pushing sensations, somewhere in the vicinity of my
navel, as I am threaded back together. I breathe, as I have been
instructed.
Something warm is placed on my chest, and something else, bundled, in the curve of my neck.
I can feel their wet breath on my skin.
When I open my eyes, the first things I see are the dragons in the
corner, snouts thrust into the big galvanized steel pail, eating the
smoking afterbirth. I lift my head and turn away from them.
I study my sons. They glow like miraculous larvae.
I push back blankets and categorize all their parts.
I can smell my blood on them.
I do not flinch.
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Unidentified
Geoff Hyatt

WHEN I WAS SIXTEEN, MY BEST FRIEND FOUND A PICTURE OF MY DAD I'D NEVER

seen before. Erik and I were in fourth-hour study hall at our usual table,
sandwiched between a rectangular pillar and the biography section. The
pillar stood between us and Mr. Calloway, the librarian-obstruct ing his
view of our table from the circulation desk across the room. I liked the
library. It smelled like pencil shavings and mildew; and Calloway's stern
command, like that of a glowering gray-bearded captain surveying his
ship, kept it quiet and orderly. I had always felt safe there.
A wall of water-stained windows on the library's east side provided
a view of two scrubby trees, an expanse of sod, and the visitor parking
lot-not very majestic, but better than the white cinder block you saw
everywhere else. Erik sat hunched over his sketchpad, his pencil scritchscratching in a frenzy as he drew. A photo book of the Vietnam War lay
open on the tabletop in front him. He was practicing how to draw
people with guns.
A few seconds after flipping one of the book's big, glossy pages, Erik
went, "Whoa, Josh. You should take a look at this."
I glanced over the top of my book. His spiky hair stuck out every
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which way, like a black anemone. He tapped his pencil's eraser rapidly
on one of the photos. Whatever atrocity he'd discovered, I didn't want
to see it.
"I'm reading right now. It's poetry. Get it? I need to concentrate."
"It's not too gross or anything but, dude," he said, "I think it's your dad."
I sat up straight, put down my book, and glared at him. "That's not
funny."
Erik spun the volume around to face me and then pushed it to the
center, as if raising me an encyclopedia-sized pile of poker chips. His
index finger stabbed like a crow's beak against a grainy black-and-white
photo on the page.
"Check it out," he said triumphantly.
It was the soldier's smile I noticed first, a recognition that pulled my
heart into my stomach. It was Dad's smile, one that turned down at the
corners, like a wide M across his long face. A cigarette, or maybe a joint,
dangled between his lips. The shirtless man in the picture was tall and
lanky like me, but thicker and more imposing. A set of dog tags hung
between a pair of tiny bull's-eye nipples. I'd dyed my hair purple and
wore glasses, but traces of his face reflected in my own: the high forehead, the pointed chin. He looked a little bit older than me. A helmet,
tipped to one side, sat jauntily atop his head. One hand flashed the peace
sign, the other propped the stock of an M-16 against his hip.
He stood with one boot placed on the back of a dead man. The
corpse's hands and feet were a shade lighter than the muddy earth on
which it lay-facedown, anonymous, and crumpled. A black halo of
blood pooled around its head. The background was out of focus, a
swath of jungle green turned news-photo gray.
I knew my dad had served in Vietnam, but he always claimed he'd
never fired a shot. He didn't talk about the war, he said, because there
wasn't much to talk about.
"My stories are all about teletype machines and manila folders," he
explained after a VFW letter showed up in the mailbox. "The only
danger I was ever in was dying of boredom."
It seemed a likely story. My dad, was, after all, a librarian-an even
less threatening figure than our school's own Mr. Calloway.
Dad supervised the public library downtown, a job for which he'd
moved us from the rural Michigan town of Mokshwanna, where he'd
run a much smaller branch, to the expanding and more upscale suburb
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of Birch Hills. He'd spent much of his time hiking through the fields and
woods of Mokshwanna, something not so easily done among subdivisions and strip-malls. He still found time for nature, nonetheless. Every
day, in his jacket's breast pocket, he carried a little bag of birdseed to
work. Every night, before he went home from the public library, he'd
feed the ducks at the man-made pond by its parking lot.
Dad was big but not scary: six-two, soft, with thick glasses and a
balding head. He drove a Volvo with an Amnesty International sticker
on it, for God's sake. When some maniac cut him off on the highway,
he'd just cluck his tongue, shake his head, and say, "It takes all kinds, I
suppose." He cut loose in his basement den, where he built model ships
and airplanes, listened to crackly blues records, and had a few beers.
Miller High Life by himself-that was his idea of a good time.
He wasn't a bad dad to have. If I had one complaint, it was that he
was kind of boring. But that old photo in the Vietnam book, it was him.
The soldier's image, formed from the captured light of 1969, stared up
from the page at his future son-me.
I just kind of blanked out for a minute.
"Jesus," I whispered.
"Unidentified U.S. soldier poses with enemy casualty, 1969 ," Erik
said, quoting the caption. "It's really him, isn't it?"
His leather jacket creaked as he shifted in his chair. I stared down at
the picture like I was peeking over a canyon's edge and was sickened by
its depth.
Erik cleared his throat before saying, "It's good to see he kept his
sense of irony over there, at least." He pointed his pencil at the hand
holding up the peace sign.
I looked up and said, "I guess."
"I'm not making fun of it, believe me. My dad got a deferment."
Just then the bell rang, and I jerked as if it had sneaked up and
grabbed me. I peeked around the pillar, checking if Mr. Calloway was
watching. My hand darted out and ripped the page from the book in a
single pull. Guilt stabbed my chest; I never imagined I'd vandalize a
library. I folded the sheet into quarters, stood up, and shoved it in my
back pocket.
Erik shrugged. He closed the book, put it back on the shelf, and then
we both headed to class.
The hallways were a logjam, as always. The proposal to expand Birch
Hills High had been voted down three times, so the place was more over-
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crowded than a Detroit jail. Students formed two lanes of foot traffic out
of necessity. Once you got into one, the weight of the crowd became a
river pushing you along. Erik made cow noises, as always, and several
guys mooed back as they shoved past. I felt the dark heft of the Vietnam
photo crumpled in my pocket as the human current pulled me along.
The roaring noise and suffocating weight of the crowd made my
head heavy and my breathing short. I had asthma, and sometimes I
passed out when I got upset. The doctor had diagnosed it as "a minor
anxiety disorder," and said the side effects of medication wouldn't be
worth it. He'd explained that the pills might give me "male problems, if
you know what I'm saying." For a second I'd pictured scores of returned
envelopes marked "ADDRESS UNKNOWN."
The edges of my vision became gray and fuzzy as I plodded along
with the horde. I somehow made it to fifth hour, wobbling like a newborn fawn.
My head cleared up a bit in Mr. Wolcott's biology class. I couldn't
pay attention to mitosis or meiosis or anything, but I felt a bit less out
of whack about the picture of Dad. I always figured there was stuff in
his past I didn't want to know about. I thought it was all the regular
stuff people's parents did in the '60s that you don't want to hear,
though. Like smoking pot, having love-ins, and being naked in public.
That sort of thing.
"We each began as a single cell," Mr. Wolcott announced. He
pointed at what looked like a fried egg he'd drawn on the dry-erase
board. "Now, each person in here is made of a trillion cells. Can you
imagine? A stack of a trillion sheets of paper could reach to the moon
and back-twenty-five times!"
He waited for a reaction. Shannon Szwerski cracked her gum.
Somebody coughed. I fidgeted in my tiny desk, unsure how to arrange
my legs. Wolcott sighed and continued his lesson.
I didn't really have anybody to show the picture, which kind of
sucked. I knew Mom would be too upset to say anything about it. My
older brother Paul was off at college, and was, well, sensitive. My sister,
Alison, was six. My best friend didn't know what to say.
It was just so weird. Most adults in Birch Hills were white
Republican football fans who considered themselves tight with Jesus,
which meant nearly everybody's dad had at least two guns. The only
thing our house had was the COrpowered Daisy pellet rifle Paul got for
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his tenth birthday from Uncle Pete.
I think Uncle Pete had hoped to initiate Paul into the family tradition of deer hunting, a manly-man rite of passage on Mom's side. He
would have had an easier time convincing him to cover his face with
Maori tattoos.
My brother carried spiders outside the house rather than kill them.
He was an uber-geek computer-programming fanatic, so socially awkward that people thought he was autistic. He had asthma even worse
than I did, he looked at his feet when he talked, and he was fluent in
Elvish. He'd never be in a deer blind before dawn, tell dirty jokes around
a campfire, or sleep on the ground. After seeing the genetic precedent set
by my older brother, Uncle Pete never even bothered with me. The pellet
rifle gathered dust in Paul's closet until the squirrel incident. By that time
he'd left home to study engineering at Michigan Tech.
Anyway, there was a big fox squirrel that used to hang out in our
front yard's hickory tree. The tree dropped hundreds of nuts in the fall,
so that squirrel must've thought he was in heaven. We all thought he
was cute at first, all brown and fuzzy and fat. We even named him
Chippy and would point and laugh as he bounded around the branches.
That all changed when he chewed his way into the attic and started
stashing the hickory nuts inside our house's walls.
The sound of the rodent scrabbling in the walls and ceilings upset all
of us for different reasons. Mom feared damage to the home and, even
more, the expense of repairs. Paul had been a good student and had won
a few scholarships, but she still had two other kids to raise and send to
school. The sounds scared Alison, especially in the dark. She was old
enough to know that things like goblins and monsters weren't real, but
that wasn't enough to ease her fears in the dead of night. The noises
frightened me, too. I knew where they came from, but the thought of
something hidden, just below the surface, freaked me out-especially
since it had seemed so harmless at first.
I think it bothered Dad the most. He set traps in the attic, bought
poison, and tried plugging the entryways. No use. He couldn't justify
paying an exterminator, not for just one measly squirrel. One night he
came home from work with a Big Mart bag, which he plopped down
onto the kitchen table across from me.
I looked up and reached over to the bag, pulling down one corner.
It held a box of metal pellets and a CO 2 canister.
"Are you going to-" I started to ask, remembering Paul's air rifle.
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Dad shushed me, waving his hands like an umpire calling someone
safe. He jerked his head toward the family room, where Alison lay on
her stomach in a pink jumper, watching cartoons. Mom sat in the
rocking recliner beside her, absorbed in an Amy Tan novel.
I nodded. "Can I come?"
"I don't see why not," Dad replied. "He's in the tree right now."
I picked up the bag, and then the two of us crept upstairs to Paul's
room. It looked pretty close to the way it did before he went to college.
Pictures of nebulas and spaceships covered the walls. The room used to
be that gross dark orange color people liked in the '70s, but Dad
repainted it before we moved in. The color Paul picked, according to the
little paint chip sample, was called "Deep Space Blue."
Dad walked over to the closet and opened it. He bent over to remove
some dusty comic books and a bucket of plastic dinosaurs. Then he
stepped inside the closet, hunched over in that tiny dark space, and
emerged with a gun.
He knelt down, resting the rifle's butt on the floor with its barrel
pointed toward the ceiling. With a nod, he pointed to the bag dangling
from my right hand. I passed it over to him.
My eyes wandered around Paul's deep blue room. The mattress was
bare. Tiny Japanese robots stood on a shelf over the headboard, brandishing little swords and guns in frozen poses. A poster on the wall
behind them showed the whorl of the Milky Way, a creamy cyclone on
a sea of black. An arrow pointed to one of the galaxy's innumerable
white specks. Printed beside it were the words "YOU ARE HERE."
Dad's hand rustled in the plastic bag. The pellets clattered into the
air rifle, and then the CO 2 canister snapped into place.
I turned to see him leaning the gun against the wall beside the
window. He looked over at me and held his finger over his lips: shhhhh.
Then he pointed to the hickory tree beyond the glass.
He gripped either side of the window frame and slid it open without
a sound. Dry leaves whispered on their branches outside. A cool breeze
crossed my face, crisp with orange-brown autumn. My spine prickled
when he reached for the gun. I crept closer.
Chippy the squirrel scampered in the tree's upper boughs, nearly
level with the window. The branch dipped and swayed under the
rodent's thick brown body like a telephone wire in the wind. His tail was
a bushy question mark. Little feet scuttled against the bark, the same
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claws I heard behind the walls at night.
Dad stood like a statue, the gun propped against his hip. His face
was stone.
In a single motion, he stepped back, placed the rifle stock against his
shoulder, and jabbed the barrel out the window. He sighted his target
with both eyes open, his body rigid and frozen, a life-sized version of a
plastic soldier. It looked wrong because it looked so easy, so automatic,
as if he'd rehearsed killing that squirrel hundreds of times before that
moment.
The gun coughed, a sharp burst of air, the sound of someone spitting
dirt from his mouth.
Chippy dropped and tumbled end over end. I couldn't see him land
from where I stood. Dad lowered the rifle, but then abruptly lifted it
again to peer down its sights.
"You got him," I said. "Wow, Dad. You're a good shot."
The gun dropped to his side when I talked, as if it weighed a hundred pounds. He looked at me through those thick glasses like he didn't
recognize me for a second. His lips pressed together into a long, upsidedown V. His Adam's apple bobbed down, then up, above the neckline of
his sweater. He tilted his head to one side and blinked.
"Yeah, I know," he said at last.

I know. Wolcott energetically prattled on in front of the class.
" ... it's a rough process, and it's not perfect." Mr. Wolcott smiled
like an excited game show host. "The cells' organelles are destroyed and
then remade in just a few hours. If the replication messes up, things like
cancer and other genetic diseases can occur. But usually, replication is
identical ... "
His voice melted into an undecipherable drone. My face tingled, and
my brain somersaulted inside my skull. The room stretched out in all
directions, pulled by a funhouse mirror, so I stared at the floor. The
white glare of light against linoleum hurt my eyes. I put my head down,
cradled it in my arms, and sank into the dark warmth.
I yelped awake when a hand grasped my shoulder. Fluorescent lights
buzzed over the emptied classroom, cycling with the dull roar of mobs
passing in the hallway beyond. A couple of giggling girls looked over
their shoulders as they went out the door.
Mr. Wolcott stood over my desk with a look of concern across his
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stubbly face.
"Josh, class is over. You fell asleep." He leaned forward and looked
at me. "Are you OK?"
I nodded. A puddle of drool glistened on my desktop, so I wiped it
up with the sleeve of my shirt.
"Are you sick?" Mr. Wolcott asked. "Do you need to see the nurse?"
"I'm not on drugs," I snapped.
"I know you're not," he said, smiling," but you never sleep in class."
"I'm stressed out." I unfolded my legs from beneath the desktop and
stood up. "Sometimes I just get really tired. It happens. I'm sorry."
"Trouble at home? Anything you want to talk about?"
"No, thanks. It won't happen again."
Mr. Wolcott patted me on the shoulder, stiff-armed and awkward.
"I'm late for gym," I said.
I slid my fingers into my back pocket as I walked out the door,
feeling the glossy page crinkle under my fingers. I wanted to look again
at what repelled me.
The rest of the day passed in a haze, and the ringing of the dismissal
bell was the sound of a prison gate swinging open.
Erik and I stopped by the Gas-go on the way home from school, and
then hung out in its parking lot. I sat on the curb, drinking a strawberry
Freezie. He leaned on his sleek black car and chain smoked. With an
undertaker's seriousness, he explained that you could tell what color
pubic hair a girl had by her eyebrows.
"As above, so below," he said. Erik flicked the butt of his cigarette
at a nearby sparrow, which retreated in fluttering terror. "That's an
occult truth. Wizards used to talk about this shit."
Just then a brown Jeep drove through the lot, full of senior guys
from school. One of them yelled "faggots" at us as they passed.
I don't know what came over me. I mean, I'd been called a faggot
more times than I could count in Birch Hills. Obviously, if it really bothered me, I wouldn't have dyed my hair purple and sat around reading
French poetry. But something just snapped.
I stood up and ran after the Jeep. With all my strength, I hurled my
Freezie, screaming "Fuck you!" at the top of my lungs. It hit the Jeep
with a splat, covering its back window with a bright pink explosion of
gooey slime. The Jeep's brake lights burned red, like three glowing eyes
shining back at me, as it halted.
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"Whoa," Erik said. "Good throw. What the hell's wrong with you
today?"
The doors swung open and three guys got out, the biggest of whom
was Justin Blake, the driver, a slab of meat and hair-gel stuffed into a letterman jacket. He ran to the back of his Jeep, and when he saw the
Freezie-splatter, pointed his finger at me and yelled, "You're dead,
homo!"
"Dammit," Erik said. "Here we go again. Let me handle this."
But I was already running-not away, for once, but at Justin. I barreled toward him, my legs pumping, rage flowing through my every
vein. He looked at me like he couldn't quite make sense of what was
happening. I plowed into him with my shoulder and slammed him
against the back of the Jeep, knocking the wind from him. I couldn't let
up. Before he could un-hunch himself, I started furiously punching-and
landing, too, sick fleshy thuds against my knuckles. He held me around
the waist, ducking down. Pain exploded in my right hand as my fist
cracked against his skull.
"Kill you!" I screamed. "Fucking kill you!"
A bright flash of light spun me around. I'd been struck dead in the
nose. Pain shot through my twisting ankle, and the pavement hit me
next, biting into my cheekbone. Someone kicked me in the stomach
before I could get up. I grunted and folded in half, the air whooshing out
of me. I'd forgotten about the other two guys.
I heard Justin spit, it might've been on me, and then he said, "Hold
this pussy up so I can hit him."
"Get away from him!" Erik screamed.
I struggled to sit up. Erik stood in front of the guys, his stance wide.
There was a small spray-can in his right hand, and he pointed it at them
like a six-shooter.
"I'll put Mace in your eyes. I'll burn 'em right out."
"Oh, you gonna use Mace on me, like some bitch?" Justin said,
thumping his chest. "You just proved you're a faggot."
"That's right," Erik replied, "and once I have you blind and retching
on the ground, I'm going to pull down your pants and pump your sweet
ass full of my cum."
"What?" Justin said.
"That's right. I'm going to blind you and tear up your shitter. I might
go to prison, but everyone will know what I did to you. Try me."
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"You're fuckin' sick," gasped one of Justin's lackeys, a doughy guy
in an expensive-looking ski jacket.
"Tell me about it," Erik said. "Get the fuck out of here before you
find out how sick I really am."
"Let's go," Justin said, punching one of his buddies on the arm. "We
don't want to get these guys' AIDS blood on us."
As the Jeep pulled away, I started laughing. Erik helped me up and
slapped me on the back. My whole body ached, and my nose bled down
over my chin.
"Nice work," he said. "Kamikaze attack. Very honorable."
"I didn't know you carried Mace," I said.
He shoved me. "I don't. I'm not a bitch."
He handed me the little canister as I limped to the car beside him. It
was a can of Ozium air freshener.
"For when I blaze up in the car," he explained. "Deception is the
most versatile of weapons. By the way, do you know what you look like
right now?"
"Like a guy who just got his ass beat in a parking lot."
"Exactly. Call your mom and tell her you won't be home for dinner."
He pulled the car keys from his pocket. "At least then you won't have to
deal with this tonight. We can hang out at my place."
When I got home that night, it was about one A.M. I dropped my
coat next to the door, kicked off my sneakers, and walked to the bathroom to look for some aspirin. I grabbed a little bottle of ibuprofen,
shook out a couple tablets, and quickly dry-swallowed them.
Dad's old records spun on through the dead of night. He was always
up late on weekends. Fuzzy guitars and rough voices echoed up from the
basement through the air ducts. A voice wailed from the metal vent in
the bathroom wall.
There's a hellhound on my trail, it sang, yeah, a hellhound, a hellhound on my trail.
I trudged upstairs, heading for bed, hoping Dad hadn't heard me
come in. I stopped in front of Paul's bedroom door on the way to my
room. My swollen hand ached when I reached out and turned the knob.
He was still off at college, so the thing had been closed up for a long
time. When the door swung open, the whole room took a breath, pulling
air from the hall around me, pulling the wind from my chest into its
empty spaces.
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I reached around the doorframe and flipped the switch, but the bulb
was dead. There was only the light from the hall forming a long slanting
bridge across the floor. Dust motes floated in the air like underwater
plankton. When I stepped into the room, my shape formed a long black
hole down the bridge's center. It looked like I could fall right through my
shadow if it didn't always stay ahead of me.
Everything in the room was in the same place: the mattress, the little
toy robots, the posters of jet fighters and galaxies. I thought it was
strange how things just stayed in place until someone moved them, like
a photo, like maybe time would stop if there was no one there to perceive it. I made my way over to the closet and opened it.
The open closet stood over me like a tall rectangle of black. My
mouth was dry and my heart pounded. No light from the hallway
streamed into its cramped space. I leaned into it, reaching blindly, my
shins scraping on a plastic storage bin, my arms shoving past old Boy
Scout uniforms and Halloween costumes, until my hands finally closed
around the barrel of the rifle. I dragged it out, the stock scraping against
the wall, and then held it against me.
The rifle was cold and hard. I knew it was just a toy, not a real gun,
not something that could kill a person. But it had sure done a number
on Chippy. It was a smaller version of the real thing.
Dad's footsteps came thud-thud-thudding up from the basement. I
shut the closet and leaned the gun in the corner when I heard him
climbing the next set of stairs. Soon, he stood in the hallway beyond the
door, squinting through the dark of the room. His glasses were low on
his nose, and gray stubble covered his cheeks and chin. He looked
gigantic, his shadow swallowing up the bridge of light, but his face
seemed tired and confused.
"Hey, Joshua," he said. "What are you doing?"
"I wanted to borrow some of Paul's comic books." Mom and Alison were
asleep, so we spoke like conspirators, meeting in the middle of the night.
"Looking for comic books in the dark?"
"The light's burned out."
"Come here a sec, will you?"
I walked over to him, slowly, trying to keep my body between him
and the air-rifle so he wouldn't see it.
He stood over me, tilting his head to one side and peering down at
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my face. "What happened to you?"
"Nothing." I shrugged. "I got in a fight."
"Let me see." Dad took my chin between his thumb and forefinger,
tilting my head to one side, his hand cool and dry. He turned my head
and examined the scrape on my cheek, then turned my face back to him.
He leaned forward, looking first in my left eye, and then my right. His
thumbs pressed gently on either side of my nose. It was sore.
Dad sighed out a gust of beer-stale heat. "I don't think your nose is
broken, and if it is, it's not displaced. Did you clean out that scrape
already?"
"Yeah," I said, "with Bactine at Erik's house." Which wasn't true. I'd
cleaned it with pink liquid soap in the Taco Land bathroom and then
patted it dry with brown paper towel. "I know it looks bad, but I got
some good hits in, Dad."
"You don't usually get in fights," he grumbled. "What happened?"
I shrugged. "Erik and me always take shit from guys, you know? It's
not a big deal. I just lost it today. I just couldn't take it." I looked down
at my stocking feet, and his big hand brushed the hair from my forehead. "I usually don't let it get to me, but sometimes I get so pissed I just
want to kill them."
I hadn't meant to say that last part, at least, not that way. I wasn't
even being literal or anything. Dad's hand dropped from my face and he
took a step back. He opened his mouth to say something, and then
closed it, pursing his lips together into a thin line. He cleared his throat.
"I know how that can be," he said. "If this keeps happening, I mean,
these sorts of problems, come talk to me about it. OK?"
I nodded. He reached out with both hands and cradled my swollen
wrist in his fingers. He lifted it up, and then stooped forward to peer at
it. I stared down at his shiny bald spot.
"Don't go to your mother about these kinds of things," he said, still
examining my scraped knuckles. "You usually go to your mother."
I reached back into my pocket with my left hand, and the folded
page from the war book was slick against my fingertips. Before I could
take it out, Dad stood up and grasped my shoulders so tightly that I
almost winced. I saw my face reflected in the lenses of his glasses, twin
ghosts superimposed over his eyes. That grin spread across his face, the
one that turned down at the corners, and I thought of the shirtless GI
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with the dead man. My skin rippled with chill.
"Be careful out there," he said. "Next time, you're probably better
off running."
I nodded again. He tousled my hair, patted me on the shoulder, and
told me not to stay up too late. Before shuffling off to bed, he glanced
over my shoulder, into the dark. I don't know if he saw the rifle there or
not. We stood there for a moment, looking at one another, and neither
one of us said a thing.
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Garden
Sheba White

I WAKED I THOUGHT I SAW IN THE TREE NEXT TO MY HIDDEN PLACE
six or nine green apples with feathers and eyes, all hanging by the gray
bony fingers of the sapling, weighing them down like skin on old men,
feathers and eyes looking at me and begging me to eat them. Then I realized that the feathers were feathers, not skin, the cores and eyes
watching me sleep in my bundle: a six- or nine-spring greenness I could
eat until all possible blood inside them had gone, until they were nothing
but a pile of pulpy spines, the spines wet, sinewy, and hard. Apples, I
thought, are a kind of green that is hard, not grass soft, but yielding to
the tongue no matter once the surface has been broken.
But the apples were birds, parrots, bright green parrots wearing
preacher-man's hats and captains' slickers, in the middle of February sitting dead quiet in a dead tree, with the slushy snow all around and the
smell of damp milkweed, Indian grass, and dropseed nestling into my
wet clothes and under the brush shelter I built near the edge of that
swampy place. Goddamn birds! Not apples!
Don't know why I was so mad at those stupid birds, but I was, was
about to jump up, too, to see if they scared easy, to catch a bite, but just
WHEN
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when I got an itch to unpaste myself from the only piece of warm
ground I could find in all that slushy snow I seen a fox. I'm not messing
with you, a fox setting very quietly near my feet, so close I could kick it,
a fox near my feet. It set there like a lawn ornament at Christmastime,
all white and cinnamon red with a little white beard spun like Santa, and
beautiful slanty eyes and the whiskers on its ears blending with the
snow, and the snow back-dropping the fox like a Jesus-born scene.
And my juices-those in my mouth, 'cause the cold took the rest
away-stopped up my blood to see that fox setting there sucking off
what little warmth I had. I grinded and grinded my teeth. Me and the
fox, setting there thinking about parrot for breakfast, just the thought
of it. And chicken that Mama-'fore she died 'n 'fore I killed that old
crazy lady Mrs. Jones and her husband-used to make like this: some
salt and pepper and tarragon crushed with tomato seeds and wild
onions, captured in a sack of flour, and shook-not too much, just
enough to coat the thing-and dropped it into a larded pan.
Shortly 'fore I killed that crazy old lady and her husband, Mr. Jeffers
Hisch come into the store and ask for a bottle of whiskey. I tole him we
don't sell whiskey on Sundays. But he stood and waited, rubbin' the
back of his raw neck with a red checkered handkerchief as if I were
going to suddenly turn 'round and produce a pot of whiskey. The Eagle
Tavern was closed on Sundays then.
I knew they should've known otherwise than to leave me alone on a
Sunday morn when all the local hands had nothin' better to do than
drink. But Mrs. Jones said that I'd been <loin' so well, and the store
didn't have much business on Sunday morns until after church, and her
and Mr. Jones would be back from a special Lutheran service over in
Hetlanta 'fore I could even finish sweeping the floor and dustin' all the
already-clean preserve bottles and shaking down the countertop from
fingerprints.
Mr. Hisch said, "Look here, Ora Lee, I need something now! How
long are you going to make me wait?" and I didn't mean to, but I took
out one of my blue handkerchiefs and begun to itch the back of my neck
the way he was itching his and didn't notice it 'til I could hear his

breathing do sputtery things.
That's when I looked up from the countertop I was staring at out of
'barrassment for the situation and saw a million angry Mr. Hisches in
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the reflections of the preserve bottles and the cabinet glasses and the
countertop looking at me rubbing the back of my neck.
Somehow or other it dawned on me that Mr. Hisch thought that I
was doing a kind of send-up on him, like by the way I was rubbing my
neck I was one of them plastic exotic animals out on the carousel over
by Suwanee Lake: bright green frogs in purple striped vests, lions in bow
ties, and giraffes with person-sized teeth.
Mr. Hisch's belly heaved over his belt and made the stripes on his
shirt level out east to west so that a handful of white hair poked out
from behin' a silver button, and his face turned the same shade as some
of the new dresses that were coming in then-I remembered because I
liked those types of sunset colors, even if I'd never wear a dress.
He slammed one knotted hand on the countertop, hard, with little
flames of green money sticking out of it like a Christmas tree, 'n shook
all the nice parfum bottles almost off everythin'. But he didn't say
nothin', just stood there burnin' up 'cause he just couldn't stand this
little peck of a scrub girl telling him he couldn't have his liquor.
The other problem was that Mr. Hisch couldn't really go raising
Cain 'cause it was a Sunday, and 'cause the Martha-Mary windows were
wide open, folks itchin' in their church finery: sateen swing dresses,
white gloves, and pillbox hats for the ladies; single-breasted suits with
tight, wide ties for the men; and lollipop-colored outfits and hard little
buckled shoes for the children, the shoes always white, always scuffed
by eight in the morn.
And 'cause the streets of Greenfield were pretty dead at that time of
day so if you yelled someone would hear you, the sound bouncing up
and down the dirt road like a bright ball, past the shuttered windows of
the Eagle Tavern, past Honey's Restaurant with its sunlight-catchin'
ceiling lights, past all that and turnin' at Martha-Mary, the rumpled
bronze bust of Edison, until it hooked on the chinaberry branches at
Suwanee, never reachin' Maple Lane and the bushy white heads of the
law men at Logan Courthouse, and certainly not reachin' the dusty bottles of bark and root and ammonia in Dr. Howard's garden and office.
But it only had to get to the Martha-Mary anyway, to the dry old skin
and soft sateen dresses of Greenfield's high-and-mighty folks, in order
for it to be carried everywhere like so many seeds of thistle or dandelion
bloom.
Still there's more 'causes. Like, for instance, 'cause the year before
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that Mrs. Jones went and installed picture windows big enough for anybody walkin' by to see inside, the fancy kind with little ledges on the
inside so you'd want to stop and take a look at all the teeny figurines
she had set up there. So he couldn't go <loin' anythin' silent or sneaky
for that right there.
And finally, 'cause even if he paid no attention to all this, everybody
in the whole sleepy world of Greenfield Village would know that Mr.
Hisch come to purchase his likker on Sundays, and would turn their
little mouths down and maybe run home to wring their hands, but
wouldn't say nothin' to him, just give him the cold shoulder and clip
their words a bit or say things a little sideways until he got the message.
Like chickens, every last one of them.
It'd take a stranger to see it through their fancy manners. A stranger
travelin' down Southfield Freeway could look west and see sprinkled
there in the middle of a cornfield what looked to be dollhouses-those
fancy kind that the white girls have-dollhouses in the middle of overgrown maples and pines and lazy willows, and a small blue cloud hoverin' just over a pond, maybe a lake, because the sky was bluest there.
And then between the tall rows of corn a wave of agitated air, the stalks
shiftin' slightly, and that stranger wonderin' if it were one of them stock
escaped from the cheap barn out back of those dollhouses.
And in thinkin' this, that stranger might decide to pull over. For the
younguns, maybe, hard candy; for the missus, a stitched-up scarf with
Greenfield's seal; and for the mister, a chance to get over to the Eagle
Tavern. "Pull over, Harry," I can hear her saying in that loud way they
have about them, "pull over so we can get some ice cream. For god's
sake, it's hot!"
The whole bunch of them would get out of their boxy car to stretch
their legs, and maybe tell all the folks back home to "Come on over for
a little while, we've got pictures of this nothing of a town ..."-and the
corn so high that all you could see was the switch of a stalk, then a wisp
of smoke, and wonder if it was the cows that had roamed far from the
red broken-down barn out back of one of those farmhouses or the lingerin' ghosts of the imaginary playthings that looked like those people
in postcards in Mrs. Jones's store.
But as soon as that stranger got the idea to stop, to pull over and
stretch his dusty cramped legs out by walkin' the newly made roads of
the village, they'd know soon enough not to stay long. The clouds'd pass
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over and the old men on the porches would stop and the town's clock
would seem to stop, too. Then the old men with their half-bitten straw
hangin' loosely from their lips-who looked so friendly before-that
look would change under the clouds into somethin' that got the itch
back in that stranger's feet, got them back into their little boxy cars and
headin' north, them and their younguns looking back through corn
rows shiftin' and not carin' what caused that, not wantin' to know. But
I know.
That clogged and greasy trapped stuff behind the eyes, that's what
done it. A clogged and greasy trappedness-all except Mrs. Jones had
it-'course Mrs. Jones was known to have a spicy tongue. But the others
always seemed a little like one of the frozen inhabitants on the Suwanee
carousel, quiet and kindly, sure, but they were foxes, nonetheless.
Mr. Hisch and he stood there for a while, me not knowin' what to
do with the one hand that was stuck on my neck and him just standin'
there, red as a new fall dress, when he come down low enough to the
counter to make me think he was lookin' in at some shiny jiggamathing
in the case.
So close I could smell every bit of him: shucked corn and whisky and
the sour milk of obese cows and somethin' else I couldn't place in his
sweat close to manure. He said, "I'll get you, little nigger," so fast that
for a moment I just stood there stupid, smilin', thinkin' he said, "I guess
it'll figure ..." when he turned and left.
Wasn't enough that we lived hand to mouth on a little piece of land
you could spit across just over the covered bridge, me workin' at the J.R.
Jones General Store, then Ma dyin' that spring with the vegetables
rottin' in the field, 'cause only she knew how to pick and sell them by
the roadside; and Henry, him workin' on the last of the horse-holdouts.
Wasn't enough that we were allowed to live. And I mean allowed, 'cause
by that time old Mayor Hubbard made damn certain that the gates of
Greenfield Village were closed to anyone who couldn't come out of the
Rouge River gleaming alabaster rose. Allowed to live 'cause Ma had
been a maid once for the Fords, 'cause Mr. Ford coughed up a measly
bit of his two acres to her for services rendered. Cooked and cleaned and
washed, then coughed a scratch of land for her trouble. That wasn't
enough. The land swallowed her up, one bare foot soakin' up the sun
that day, Dr. Howard not even touchin' her for fear of disease and Henry
carryin' her home to the clearing out yonder. For weeks I waited for
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flowers on our doorstep like a lady. But even her death was a glimmer
to them.
After that only me and Henry and the birds-sharp-eyed, mean
leghorns good for eggs-and a couple of pregnant old lady-looking
Cornish ones for Sunday meat, and a one-eyed rooster I named Henry,
despite his fuss.
That morn I killed the Joneses started out as normal as normal can
be, with me and Henry and the birds out back of the two-room tin shed,
the ramp an old red wagon that looked like a tongue half-buried in the
soil and leadin' to the open door, and inside shelves made out of milk
cartons.
It were a Sunday, so I watched the bird's wings flapping wildly as
Henry entered, his hand shooin' the plump-chested rooster along, it
peckin' and squawkin' like a circus barker, loud enough to distract them
all so I could sneak up and pull out one of them leghorns without them
all noticin', then carry it to the woods, to the stump with the nail and
the noose.
I hated killin' them. Had to carry them past the rows of winter cabbage, butternut squash, and the last of the collard greens Mama planted,
the ground black and hard with the first frost, the sky the color of
washed-over undershirts, and the hen's head snappin' forward and back
and turnin' all the way around, sometimes more, to look at me.
It seemed to me they knew where they were headin', in their eyes the
blood running down the grooved bark of that maple stump and the
noose tampin' the white feathers down, exposing a pimpled pinkness.
Had to lay it on its back, rub its stomach, tell it secrets about heaven like
meetin' Gabriel and the bird choir up there, and all the things it would
see: fields of fresh maggots and bright tinsel in grass for miles and miles,
as far as the eye could see, and nests made out of the softest things like
silk and cotton swabbin' and always green milkweed leaves, soft things
like that.
And just when I got to the part of sittin' at the right hand of God,
the good part, I pulled out that wood-handled ax from out of the sack
lyin' next to me, and cut its cooin' head away from its soft tremblin'
body, the noose still clingin' to its surprised head, the eyes open in dry
shock like overripe corn, the thin wings gustin' the air in front of me as
I held the dyin' thing by its scratchy, kickin' feet and was glad I hadn't
named it when all went still and its little heart beat for the last time.
It helped to look through the trees where a meetin' of maples and
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oaks gathered about here and there on the edges of the clearin', and the
matchstick-lookin' ash stood over Mama's remains, just me and Mama
and the soulless bird. It's the only reason why I agreed to go out there,
to talk to Mama. Tell her about things. About my secrets.
"Do you know, Mama, what that Mr. Howard Jr. done?" Didn't
have to explain to her that Mr. Howard was Dr. Howard's son; she
knew them both. Just told the story of how just after the leaves turned
a mossy green on the branches, the summer just barely gettin' a foot in
the door, and Mr. Howard Jr. come into the Jones's store with what he
called a "real find." Wanted to know what he could trade for it, he said,
and pulled out a small Mason jar filled with musky water you'd find in
the Rouge River on weekdays when the plant was open and everybody
pulled up their poles and put their clothes back on, their skin still
jumping with water.
Inside the jar was a fleshy, bloated, plum-shaded thing; the pores of
it like little strawberry dots with all that water plugging the holes. "Go
on, take a look," Mr. Howard Jr. said, handing the picklin' jar over to
me and smilin' his big horsy grin as I turned the jar around and around
trying to get a better idea. The top of whatever it was hit 'gainst the
inside roof of the lid when you turned it just so, 'cause it was wedged in
that small jar in sich a way that you couldn't shake it up or down or flip
it over.
Didn't know if it were pig's feet or tongue or some kind of animal
that people coming through always tell me about or I seen in picture
books. "I knew it, I did!" Mr. Howard Jr. says and let me hold that bottle
up to the pure sunless light comin' in through the store's window.
"Can't tell what it is, can you?" he practically shouted, 'cause for a
doctor's son, he weren't too bright. I remember Mama saying: "Apple
falls farther than you think" 'bout them kind of people.
So there he stood, taking off his cap and flicking it at the counter I
had just dusted, shouting, "Knew I'd stump you, Ora Lee. Just knew it!
Nobody ever guesses right. They never know what it is! But it's valuable,
I can guarantee that! Give you some guesses if you want."
I could see his watery eyes brimming with joy, so I shook my head
and felt my face peeling hot under his steady, green-eyed gaze.
"It's a Negro boy's private parts." He guffawed and shifted one arm
to the counter. "Can you believe that! A Negro boy's stuff, you know,"
and here he did a wave in front of his overalls when he saw that I hadn't
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heard, blushin' a little at the corners of his ears and beard, near the edges
of his blond hair.
"Can you fathom who would do such a thing? Well, I tell you, Ora
Lee," reachin' out one sallow, freckled hand to cup mine, "I don't abide
by such things myself, but I got some relatives down South who had this
before the war and sent it up as a gift a long time ago to my father. He
didn't have much need for it either, but you know the old people. Can't
throw away anything they get. So I held onto it until now and I just can't
have it around the house anymore, with me getting married and all ... "
But before he could finish, I felt a hot sticky liquid run down my leg
and I thought I had broken the bottle. But it wasn't that, it was nasty,
nasty coming out of my mouth like a hot shower and covering all my
Sunday clothes. After that I don't remember much, 'cept waking in my
own bed with a cool rag over my forehead and images of the old-time
postcards Mrs. Jones sometimes stocked in the store playing in my head.
Grown men in three-piece suits, and women in calico dresses with tight
shoes, holdin' white-swaddled babies, and young boys with tattered
pants and baseball-looking sticks, all standing in front of trees grinnin',
the whites of their teeth balancin' the charred things that swung behind
them, the things' shoes on the ground, feet and hands danglin' like
willow leaves, pants undone and around their knees.
I knew then why the pants was always undone. I told Mama my
secret. They took souvenirs with 'em. Not saying Mr. Howard Jr. was
capable of such things, but it struck me funny how he kept the bottle.
Was proud of it like the women in their Sunday calico dresses was proud
enough to bring babies sucklin' to their teats while the flames licked
they misters' grinnin' faces and the smell circled round they babies's
open noses and went into they milk. Was proud of it enough to show
me, like it was a bright blue gem dug out of the coal and not the wet
dung that formed it.
All this summer I thought about that talk in the spring with Mama.
Turned it over and over in my head and thought of that pride. Henry
and I sittin' at the table and him reaching for a bowl of collards or beans
and rice, or him sittin' by the fire, and I there patchin' up one of Mama's
quilts, maybe starin' off into the fire now and then. And Henry'd say,
"You's a soft-heart girl, Ora Lee Neel, thinkin' soft things." But I

couldn't tell him what I saw no more than Mama could tell us what not
to see.
Guess that's why Henry always made me kill the chickens each and
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every Sunday, to make me hard, I think. But anybody coulda tol' by
looking at me that I'd never be hard. Least not 'til I killed the Joneses.
Killed them just as the leaves turned brown and brittle.
Mama probably woulda said it was coming in the wind. Mama saw
things like that. Probably saw it in the pail of seashell-brown eggs
waitin' by the shed door, or in the way Henry stood by the steamin' pot
in the pit that day, noddin' twigs out of his dry misshapen hair with his
rough, wood-choppin' hands. "One of the damn things pecked the hell
out of my hands," he said, lookin' right at me, his brown eyes like amber
likker, I remember. Wasn't 'til the following day that I saw the trail of
blood from that pot to the chicken still hanging from the post, waitin'
to be feathered down. No foxes in sight.
No foxes in sight, I said, and Henry slappin' my face. Slappin' my
face to tell me to wake up and get dressed, somethin's done happened to
the Jones's store, just as I was remembering what Henry said two summers ago when we found the chickens dead and Mama was alive. I
begged him not to shoot them foxes. Said killing something soft like that
for no real reason but to save something cheap, for greed, was cruel.
And Henry tried to reason with me then, saying, "Ora Lee Neel, you
don't know a thing 'til you see it hungry. Not a thing: man, beast, bird."
I guess to Henry, who knew better because he was older and a boy,
everything in Greenfield Village had a fox heart trapped inside.
"Wake up, Ora Lee Neel. Wake up! Somethin's done happened in
town."
Wasn't too long after Hisch come in that Mrs. Jones fired me for
what she called indecent things, five years or no five years. Said she had
heard from a concerned citizen that I was a dirty thing when she was
away in Hetlanta, was all over town, she said, and she just couldn't have
a fifteen-year-old feral thing weighing people's goods and cutting
people's fabrics and helpin' them pick out their proper medicines with
such filthy inclinations for her customers, and how could I do such
things and didn't my mama raise me well and she should have known it
would come to no good when she hired me 'cause nobody else would,
but she had a Underground Railroad grandma in her blood and she was
a good soldier for Christ and put her faith in God. "Well, you can't fight
the devil with faith alone," she almost ended it with.
But the thing that did Mrs. Jones in, pink hands, wet nose, grimy
handkerchief and all, was when she piped that she'd been wrong thinking
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that some weeds need to grow, which is something my mama used to say
'fore she died that spring, said it so that I could understand what was
wrong with the world, said, "Guess some weeds got to grow," and shook
her head whenever I asked why they was treated the way they was.
When I saw Mrs. Jones's mealy mouth pushin' out those pure words
in the reflection on the countertop, it was like somebody else had struck
that match already, and like somebody else was watchin' the pale green
sidin' of the Jones's upstairs apartments curl up brown in the flames,
and like somebody else was makin' sure that the whole, entire world of
Greenfield Village disappeared under that white moon.
See, a stranger passin' by that winter could not have guessed what
they would do. How could a decent person have guessed what they
would do? Anybody passin' through the dried corn stalks bristlin' in
their husks, the nekid broom-like willow lullin' to the ground, and the
Suwanee frozen now, with little white prints left on the ice that the
grownups would fib about to the younguns-whisperin' that the
carousel animals had come alive, turned loose, unhinged from their
places with claws bared and frost in their blood-even that stranger
wouldn't have guessed the way Henry's black body swung back and
forth under that silver oak there, his amber eyes like doll marbles lookin'
out over what little piece of land we was given.
I waited 'til they was gone that night. I watched from my hiding
place, them standing around him and lookin' on with wide-open eyes,
the bark peelin' back from the tree and lickin' Henry alive. I heard them
say my name like they knew me, knew my scent, and watched them
shiver as they burned a scar into the land with Henry's body. And then
I watched until, I think, I couldn't see nothin' but snow fallin ' for the
first time that season. The fox at my feet in the morn', the apple-green
parrots sittin' quiet. And when I was sure they was gone, I went up to
the last of Henry, his teeth so white among the bones, and made certain
they would never have the seed of him to keep under glass.
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Happy Hanukkah, Satan,
It's Christmas!
Max Glaessner

I WAS

LUCKY TO BE ALLOWED TO GO ALONG. AT FIRST, MY PARENTS WEREN'T

sure if they could take me to look for Christmas trees.
"Those look awful," said my father. He was pointing from the front
seat of our minivan at the cuts I'd reopened the night before. The scars
were still gaping and fresh, lining up and down the underside of my
forearms. "You can't go out like that," he said. "We need to take you to
the hospital and get those checked out."
"No, honey we can't take him there," said my mother. "They'll want
to put him back in the adolescent ward, and we don't need to go
through all that nonsense again."
"Yeah, I suppose you're right about that," he said. His eyes burned
deep through the rearview, like he was looking at a reflection he didn't
want to see. "But Matt," he said, "I'm going to need you to be on your
best behavior. None of the weird stuff, OK? Here, take this sweater." He
handed me his fleece and I tried it on. It was warm, and soothing on the
wounds. It occurred to me then that there was no reason to be going out
in the middle of winter in a tank top that read "Hell Awaits!" and a pair
of shiny black rock-star pants that looked like they could have been
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made from a trashbag. The trashbag pants looked even more goofy from
underneath my father's winter fleece, but there was no time to change
outfits.
"Off we go!" cried my sister Sasha from next to me, and we were
pulling out of the driveway. We were driving far upstate for a tree, some
quiet, and a little peace of mind. Too bad I always had to be such a stubborn shit disturber.
"I like this one," I told my mother. I had my hands wrapped around
the bulk of a fat, sappy spruce tree; the needles fell onto my black vinyl
pants and I continually brushed them off.
"Yeah, this one's a cutie," she said, then turned and motioned to my
father.
"Tom, come look at the tree that Matt and I have found!"
My father lumbered over from amidst the labyrinth of trees. He was
cautious, probably in part because we were in quaint upstate New York
at a mom-and-pop establishment, and I looked like some kind of
electro-trash performance art experiment gone wrong. My sister Sasha
bounded ahead of him looking as excited as ever. It was like watching a
chihuahua lugging the weight of a tugboat. My father inspected the
branches with his fingers. The snowflakes dotted the black curly hair on
his head and left it coated with a thin layer of white powder. I thought
his whole head looked like a snow globe.
"I'm not so sure," he said. "The branches seem a little flimsy." I
hated his thriftiness. He was a Jew, after all, looking for Christmas trees.
All the same religious nonsense. All the same lousy, fraud messiah.
"I talk to Satan in my head," I said. My father looked up from
pinching the branches.
"He told me to pick this one. This is the one he wants. This is Satan's
tree."
My father scrunched up his face like he'd just tasted a peppermint
laced with arsenic, then shook his head sending little wet droplets of
snow flying everywhere.
"This is Christmas," he said. "Satan doesn't have anything to do
with Christmas."

"Yeah, he does, man!" I told him. I was trying to look very coy now,
and leaned up against the side of the tree with my legs crisscrossed in
front of me. I wanted him to look at me and see a Faustian villain
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standing in the crossroads at midnight, or in this case a Christmas tree
lot at three in the afternoon.
"What do you get when you jumble the letters in Santa?" I asked.
"Because it doesn't spell Jesus, or Kris Kringle, or even happy holidays,
for that matter. It spells the name of my lord and master, the one who
commands that you take this tree. You know in ancient pagan times,
these trees were the center of magical rituals-and Christians only
appropriated the traditions to fit their own fascistic faith? It's TRUE!
That's why I like to call this time of year INVERTED CHRIST-MASS."
My father had nothing to offer in response to my blasphemous
remark. I'd been trying in several ways to incorporate my inner darkness
into our holiday practices, most notably by taking clear plastic bulbs
from our collection of ornaments and dispelling their festive contents on
the floor, only to fill them with demonic cutout pictures of Ozzy
Osbourne. Much like my improvised ornaments, my Christmas revisionist history wasn't going over. The wind nipped at my cheeks in the
spots where I wanted to smile. Elderly couples in windbreakers whispered in each other's ears, and a young mother knelt down, urging her
toddler to walk further away from my family and their loud obnoxious
son-the point of tension.
"Look," said my father. "I don't care if Christmas was invented by a
bunch of devil-worshipping hermaphrodites. That tree has too many
needles and it's not coming into my goddamned house!"
"Excuse me," said a voice from behind us. It was the lot attendant.
He'd wandered up in a casual wool sweater and sipped hot cider from
a mug in his hand. "You're creating a scene in front of our customers. If
you could just keep it down, we'd really appreciate it."
The man's face was boiling over but not as much as my father's was.
We stood there in the cold that swirled and whistled through the air, just
staring at the tree like maybe it could tell us what to do next.
"I think this one will do fine, Tom," my mother said.
"Yeah, it's the best," said Sasha. "It's even fat like you," she said,
pointing at my father. My father sniffed at the air, looking as if he was
trying to detect a foul scent in the otherwise sterile sky, but there was
nothing but the scent of pine and wood smoke. Close by, drivers sped
past on the freeway, spraying up crushed ice as they went.
He dug into the pink fanny pack that hugged tight around the bulk
of his waist, pulled out a fifty, and handed it to the attendant. In a matter
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of minutes we had the tree-Satan's tree-tied to the top of our
minivan, and we were on the road.
"WHITE TRASH, GET DOWN ON YOUR KNEES. Time for cake and
sodomy. WHITE TRASH, GET DOWN ON YOUR KNEES. Time for cake
and sodomy." These were the words I sang for at least five miles straight,
as I played the track over and over on my portable CD player. The song
was aptly called "Cake and Sodomy," from Marilyn Manson's debut
album, Portrait of an American Family. Even the album title seemed
appropriate as we drove down the lesser-known back roads in our
minivan, with the tree fastened above our heads. From the outset it
would have looked like everything was all right, but inside the vehicle
we were in turmoil. My father gripped the steering wheel like it was my
head and he could ooze all the snot-nosed puss out of it, while I sat in
the back seat, my arms covered in self-inflicted scars, singing obscenities
at the top of my lungs. My mother patted her arm on his thigh in a fast
rhythmic manner, as though it was timed with his blood pressure. She
kept mouthing Stop it to me, but I was so taken with the supreme gothic
evil living in my headphones that I had made up my mind to pay her no
attention. Meanwhile, Sasha sat in front of me in a bucket seat, drawing
hearts and poodles on the fogging window with her finger.
"Do you even know what sodomy is, you little shit?" My father had
finally had enough.
"No, I don't know what it is," I said. "Will you please tell me, Dad?"
"Sure, I'll tell you," he said, "and you'd better listen up, freak, so you
don't go saying things like that in public anymore. Sodomy is when a
man licks a woman on her vagina."
"That's disgusting!" said Sasha. She had stopped for a moment in her
rendering of a poodle's tail to glower at me with a sagging bottom lip.
"Don't blame me," I told her. "I'm not the one who brought it up.
Besides, I don't think that's what it means, anyway."
" Oh yeah, then what does it mean, smart guy?" asked my father.
"Lemme tell you what, I've had enough out of you for one day, Mr.
Satan and Sodomy, so why don't you keep your filthy trap shut? If you
don't, I'm going to pull over and-I don't want to, I swear I don't want
to-but I am going to kick your stupid little ass."
I put my black nail-polished middle finger up to his rearview mirror
so he could see, then cranked my music up louder in my ears. I curled
my lip and growled the lyric that seemed the most offensive to everyone.
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"I am the god of fuck, I am the god of fuck."
"You need to shut up!" cried Sasha. Her little voice was so shrill, it
jingled like loose change in my eardrums, and she grabbed the headphones off of my head. "Don't you understand why it is that nobody
likes you? You sit alone and listen to this music that scares people!
That's why the kids at school tell me they're afraid of you; that's why
you don't have any friends!" I don't know if it was my sister accusing
me of not having a single friend, my father and his growing urge to slug
me, or maybe I just woke up that morning with a general lack of frankincense and myrrh, but when I heard those words leave my sister's
mouth, I decided I wanted to shut it-permanently. Before I could even
process what I was doing, my hand snapped out and I hit her in the face.
It was more like the nose, actually, and then she started bleeding.
Our van swerved over to the side of the road at the sound of her
never-ending wail, the kind that only an eight-to-ten-year-old girl can
emit, which makes you think there are aliens in UFOs that swoop down
to snatch poodles and carry them off into outer space where they conduct outrageous poodle experiments. The blood was all over her, running through her fingers, on her 101 Dalmatians T-shirt, even on the
window where she'd been drawing. If you'd taken one look at her you'd
have thought I had cut her with a jackknife.
"What did he do to you, baby?" asked my father, in that calm,
accepting tone that borders on utter madness.
"Hee-hee-HEE HIT MEEE!" cried Sasha. It was absolutely pitiful.
I didn't know whether to hug her close and apologize, or try to explain
the whole thing to my father. Trembling and sputtering, he shook his fist
at me.
"YOU BETTER RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!" he said, then slid out of
the driver's seat and slammed the door. I grabbed the door nearest me
and slid it open, then jumped out of the van and ran-fast. I could hear
him gaining on me from the soft thudding of his boots in the snow. I
glanced back and saw him bounding after me, the pink fanny pack
bouncing up and down along with the meat on his chest. His Afro
looked mostly white all over-like he was the abominable Jewish
snowman. There was no one on the mountain road to watch the incredible scene, no one to bear witness if he really killed me, I thought. All I
could hear was the call of birds from the surrounding forest and the
ridiculous swooshing of my black plastic pants. Far down the shoulder
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of the road where our van was parked, I heard my mother pleading from
the van door.
"Give it up, Tom! We need him to get back in the car so we can all
go home!" Eventually my father started yelling for me to stop, but I
couldn't stop moving my legs. In front of me, the wilderness seemed to
stretch forever. No matter how fast I moved, eventually he was going to
catch up. I hopped the steel median and found myself running down a
steep incline, the snow giving way to large patches of dirt under my
shoes. I caught my breath at the bottom of the hill in puddles of slush,
and seated myself on the moist ground while I waited for my father to
approach. He looked over the steel bar and motioned hurriedly for me
to climb back up. It was cold, but sweat dotted his forehead. I made
most of my way up the incline before my foot went deep into a patch of
the muddied snow and I tripped, falling knee deep into the mess. My
father held out his hand for me, but I glowered at it like it was the palm
of a sadistic dogcatcher.
"Look, I'm not going to hurt you, but we have to get going here."
With great resignation I reached out and took his hand.
We walked back to the van not saying much. This time I lagged significantly far behind him while he waddled defeatedly, shaking his head
to himself. Inside the minivan we rode in silence. I kept my ears smothered with my headphones, but often I'd look up to see my parents glowering at me through the rearview, as if to say "You're lower than dirt."
My sister had so many blood-soaked Kleenexes pressed up to her face I
would have thought she was a plague victim. Some of the blood had
crusted around her chin, and she whimpered softly to herself.
"Sasha, I'm sorry," I told her. "I don't know why I get carried away
like that."
"Just do us a favor and can it for now," said my father. "We have a
couple more hours to go, and then we can discuss for how many decades
you're going to be grounded." I sighed, letting my head sink back into
my seat. With the onset of December and my family in hysterics, I knew
it was going to be a different kind of Christmas holiday. If I'd known
how different, I'm not sure I would have made it till December twentyfifth in one piece.
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Rip
Tony Bowers

I HEARD SOMETHING PRETTY INTERESTING ONCE. IT WAS A SAYING. IT WENT,

"The very best of a man is illustrated in his words." That's what a
famous philosopher dude once said, or that's what I heard. It was at this
school lecture, one of those ones where you just file into the assembly
hall not knowing what's about to jump off. I was sitting there, and spitballs and "your momma" jokes were flying back and forth like always,
and this tall, stately-looking, old black dude came out onto the stage and
just looked at us. Or maybe it's better to say he regarded us, 'cause he
seemed to be taking mental notes on what we were made of. He was
looking deep into us. It was kind of scary 'cause nobody had ever looked
at me like that. It was like he locked eyes with me, made a quick check
on this list in his head, and moved on to the next kid. I think we all felt
it, 'cause them kids who had been cutting up didn't say a word. It was
silent, and you know silent is deeper than just plain old quiet. I mean
like if it was nighttime you would have heard crickets. And then we
started looking at him the way he was looking at us. I wondered who he
was 'cause I had never seen anybody really like him. Like I said, he was
an old dude, but not all broke down and decrepit like them folks at the
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retirement center off of Cottage and 83rd. Turned out he was a retired
judge who stepped off the bench to motivate kids into doing something
with themselves. He was tall and his back was straight and his chin
stuck out like a ledge of a mountain. He reminded me of an old drawing
of Frederick Douglass. All class, muscle, and dignity. Like every word
that crossed his lips had enough juice to cause a stir in folks. He told us
his name, but I just called him Old Fred.
So Old Fred stared at us and us at him for, like, a whole minute. And
then when it started to get really creepy, he spoke. And spoke. And spoke
for, like, an hour nonstop, about all kinds of things, from our heritage
as black folk to civil rights, our personal responsibility, and our futures.
What was so amazing about the whole thing was that none of us, I mean
none, made a sound louder than a sniffle. Not even a cough. No giggles
or anything. It was amazing to me. And then Old Fred hit us with that
quote I told you about earlier: "The very best of a man is illustrated in
his words."
Yeah. That was deep to me, 'cause so many people in my hood be
talking crap. Like that's all they do. Another reason it stuck with me,
'cause it reminded me of my father. But not in a good way. Like, he
would be on the negative end of that statement, 'cause if you lined up
his words you'd have a mile of cussing so foul you'd think he was from
some foreign country where they didn't speak no English and he came
here and learned the language from listening to Richard Pryor or Eddie
Murphy records. I mean, like cussing for no reason. You know how they
do. He get all bug-eyed and just start winging them out there. He get all
excited and turn into some cussing tornado. Just ignorant.
Sometimes when my father would snap on me, calling me all kinds
of MFs and F this and F that, I imagined Old Fred, and I wished he
could tell my father all that stuff he told us. Then maybe my dad could
be silent like we were silent that day, and maybe that quote would shake
my father up and get him to think about his words and how he uses
them. But you know what? Thinking about it now, my father would
probably cut Old Fred off and then cuss his old butt out like he was
some nigger on the avenue and not a retired judge trying to help somebody do something with themselves. That's kind of sad, you know.

Old Rip was a trip. I never told you why they call him Rip? Well for
all my life that's all he'd allow me to call him. Not Dad, or Pop, or anything that let on that he was actually responsible for raising me. Just

50

Hair Trigger 30

Rip. That was his street name when he banged back in the day. He said
they called him Rip 'cause he was quick to rip a fool off on payday. That
always made me sad, to think that my father was that dude. You know,
every hood in America got one. A lowdown thief so hell-bent on causing
misery that he would stick up a working man who slaved all week for a
check. I mean, that working dude could have been getting it rough from
his boss and taking all kinds of crap just to support his family. That
dude just happen to make the mistake of walking down the wrong block
on payday, and Rip, or whatever they call him in your hood, just ups
and sticks him. Whenever my father would brag about them days, I
would imagine the face of that hard-working man when he'd have to go
home to his family with nothing in his pockets. And since that man was
a black dude, you know he was all prideful, so he didn't tell his old lady
what really happened, about how he got stuck by some punk named Rip
or whatever; he would break bad with the lady to cover up the fact he
been stuck. He would give her some crap about minding her business
and bring up the fact she didn't clean the crib right or something like
that and cause a big fight to get out of telling the truth about how there
ain't no money. Of course, being a sista, she wouldn't take it and she
would tell the working man how full of crap he was. And the dude,
trying to save face, would cuss her and maybe go upside her head and
then storm out. I imagined that woman's face as she picked herself up
off the floor and then cussed out the kids just for being around. She's
pissed too, she got a right to be, so who she gonna snap on but them?
And then that lady go beg from her momma for some stamps so that she
could feed them kids she just snapped on, and then old Momma be disappointed in her daughter at the fact she put up with that man in the
first place. The daughter get mad at her momma for judging her and
storm out, after getting the stamps, of course. And everybody just
uptight and pissed off. All that hurt, bitterness, and bad feelings 'cause
of some nigger named Rip, or whatever they call him in your hood.
That's my father, and it makes me sad to say that.
But out of all the things that make me sad about Rip, and there are
a lot of them, nothing makes me sadder than what I saw when I stood
at the mouth of this alley one day last week, the one half a block up
from the corner of 79 th and Cottage Grove. The left side with the
Chinese restaurant. Yeah. With the red sign. That's the one. I was
walking home from this girl's house. I was feeling good, you know what
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I'm saying? It was a regular day, nothing special. The sun was shining
and the pigeons was walking around the sidewalk and people moved
from here to over there just like they always do. Anyway, I come up on
this alley and I just stop 'cause of what I was seeing. Wasn't nothing special about the alley, either. Just regular with normal alley activities going
down. Well, at the far end was a garbage truck backing up, getting ready
to take on a few loads of trash. The men jumped off and started hooking
up the first Dumpster. A little further in was a couple of Mexicans going
in and out of this warehouse, loading a van full of clothes on hangers .
They covered in white plastic so I couldn't tell what they were, but I was
sure that whatever they were was gonna end up being sold out of some
hustler's trunk. Further in, there was a Chinese busboy out for a smoke
just chilling when another chink comes out and says something in that
ping-pang language of theirs. Kind of sounded like he was cussing,
'cause he was waving his arms all wild as he was pinging and panging.
The busboy just stood there and took the last drag off his cigarette and
acted like he wasn't paying the fussing dude no mind. Just regular. Even
had the typical rat and bum nosing around the same Dumpster looking
for lunch, except the bum in this alley was Rip.
It was him. I'm sure. Yeah. I know it was 'cause I stared at him for
a real long time. I actually took a step back and used the corner of the
building to block me. I didn't want him to see it was me, so I watched
him. I saw how he shifted through the garbage, looking for God knows
what. He had a Jewel's shopping cart full of stuff. Mostly black garbage
bags. Couldn't see what was in them. But then I noticed he stopped
shifting and lay hold of a Styrofoam container. Like the ones you get at
take-out joints. He opened it up and it was some old Chinese food. I saw
half an egg roll and some chow mein noodles. He closed it and put it in
the cart. There was a big clear bag of dandelions in the cart, too. Yeah,
it had to have been about two or three hundred dandelions. I think he
was going to make him some soup. I remember he said he used to make
that all the time when he would run away from whatever foster home
he was in back in the day. Dandelion soup and old Chinese food. That's
where Rip turned up after what? Like five years?
I remember that bad silk suit he had when I was like ten. It was bone
white and he would rock it with some gray gators. Remember that?
Man, he would be clean. To see him all bummy now was too much. I
mean, he had on a dirty old Bears sweater and filthy pants that looked
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like they was made out of a potato sack. I ain't even going to describe
the rest of him because it's too hard to deal with. I felt shame for him. I
started to say something, but I didn't. I mean, I saw in my mind, me stepping into that alley and saying something to him. I saw me taking him
and hugging him. I wouldn't even mention the five years. Nope, I would
just take him to my crib and get him clean and fed. No Chinese food,
either. Chicken wings, maybe. That's what I saw in my mind. But that's
not what I did. I just stood frozen. I tried to make my feet work, but it
was like they had a mind of they own, as if they remembered how they
would run from our house trying to escape the hollering and cussing.
Wasn't no budging them now.
I tried to call out to him, but my tongue had joined in on the revolt.
I guess it remembered all them times I bit it to keep from telling Rip how
we really felt, and how we were. And my heart wasn't no help either. It
had healed just fine over them five years and wasn't trying to get broken
up again messing with that fool. So it was just my brain screaming inside
my head, but no other parts of my body would listen. Then, against my
will, my feet turned us around and walked us home. I guess I still got
some healing to do. That was a week ago.
I went back to that alley yesterday and looked for him, but no go. I
been all over the neighborhood and I couldn't find him.
I don't know what I would say, or even if the rest of me would go
along with us meeting him. I guess I got to get over it, huh? No matter
if he don't want to be called my daddy, he still is. And even if thinking
about him makes me sad and brings up all the unhappy stuff from my
past, he still my daddy. No matter what.
I guess we still got time. He ain't that old. I think he got more years
ahead of him than behind. Maybe we can get a new history going.
Maybe. I mean, when I wash that dirt off him, maybe all that he was
will come off, too? Maybe. Maybe when I wash his hair I can wash
away all them bad dreams he used to have about being in them foster
homes. Maybe that would cause him to regard life in a better light. Who
knows? Some new clothes and shoes-maybe he would walk different.
And if a man is walking right, maybe his talk will turn around too?
Maybe Rip won't cuss out everybody and tear everything down like he
used to. And maybe he could be all stately and dignified like Old Fred
was? Who knows? Maybe? I'm hungry. Let's go down to 79 th and
Cottage Grove. Yeah, Chinese. The one on the left-hand side of the
street, with the red sign.
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The Lice Summer
Shanley Erin Kane

IN JULY, WHICH WAS HOT AND HOT-WET TOO, SHE SPREAD HERSELF LIKE

strawberry preserves on her mother's lap with her limbs drippy and
sloppy from the sun, from afternoon plates of white flat sheetcake with
too much Sara Lee frosting. All that pink buttercream greasing its plastic
tray which was like bumpy and poorly sanded crystal-it stuck into her
gums, into the hole in her jaw where she had spit out her second-to-last
baby tooth in a bloody salty mess and where nothing had grown in its
place. Fingerfuls of the marzipan peaks robbed of the starchy, bubbly
dough made her blood run skinny and fast. It was only grocery store
frosting, grocery store cake that could do that to a little girl.
Her head was as slow and melty as the rest of her, from staying on
the mattress too late in the mornings. Summer sleeping made her viscous
and slow-strawberry preserves with no seeds but tangles of chlorophyll
to weigh it down. Pieces of her, belly still with its baby-bloat, and
knobby wrists still sharp and jerky, fell out around her mother, the

imperfect corral, and sometimes brushed the wood porch that opened
up into the two-year prairie. They tempted slivers, the roaming pieces.
Sometimes she would have to wait until her daddy got home so he could
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hold her between his knees like a drum, her palm or thigh or foot
stretched as taut as dehydrated animal sinew by his construction-worker
hands which, with their comfortable familiarity with wood, would cause
the sticking needle of pine or paint chip to rear up, and then he would
pluck it off with Mamma's tweezers which danced across her brows
each Saturday. He would tease her, say, "Now where's my soldier-girl
today? Where'd she go? I know ain't no little girl whose daddy is halffull-up of slivers gonna cry over no little poke." And it was true: pieces
of nail and paint and glue and wood could be seen underneath all the
lengths of his arm, little shadows beneath the dark tan, like the fruit
pieces in a Jello cake.
Though it had been two years since they burned the prairie, it still
smelled charcoaly and you could not walk across it without choking on
the ashes. Ashes flew into all the open places in your face like they knew,
and ever since the miners' strike everyone was real careful about ashes,
about ash-sickness and ash-cancer-the kind they all died from. Mila's
mamma's best friend was a nurse and she swore they choked up so
much of it in the last couple weeks that if it didn't get covered in so
much snot and blood on the way out, the town would have enough to
cover Ash Wednesday for years to come. Everyone could get crossed
twice. So Mila was not allowed to go into the burned peat, not even
when the grass was beginning to come up. When she wanted to know
why it was taking so long, the lupines and the blackberry bushes you
had to blow the bugs off of first, her dad told her that all insects had
died in the fire, and that until they came back, nothing would grow
there. "Even the worms?" Mila wanted to know. "Especially the
worms," her daddy said. Now Momma checked the bottoms of her feet
when she came out from playing alone, checked the cleanliness of her
lungs by her little toes.
Lying on her mother all afternoon, she felt like a bear pelt, one of
those in the hunting magazines her daddy kept in the outhouse, where
sometimes she went to sit and stare at all the glassy eyes of the animals
when she had migraines. The animals did not look dead, just angry, the
animals whose bullet holes or other flowering wounds were disappeared
by the magic hands of taxidermists or folded up behind whiskers or
paws, easy as party napkins. Sometimes on her mother she would let her
mouth hang open and bare her teeth, pretending they were long and
pointed incisors, shiny things which could put twin vampire-holes in
anything that was not metal or rock, pretending that her dress was
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rough, shaggy pelt and not ironed pea-blossom print. Her mother would
rub the back of the girl's head, dividing long rows with her long crooked
fingers, sometimes coming upon an itch that the heat had put there, and
Mila would hold her mouth open until her jaw began to quiver and
drool slid down her face and made a frothy pool on the porch.
She would sometimes play in the yard right before where the
burning line was, black and swollen, but most days she had no energy
for it, and simply draped. It was the nights that made her tired and her
joints so sweetly lethargic, as runny as whiskey sauce over bread pudding. The nights were almost hotter than the days in the summers here,
so that when she was very little Mila thought it was the moon that
heated up all the flat and unflat things which crawled and did not crawl
on the earth, and the moon that snake-charmed blisters and flaky
peeling skin-before she learned that what is ravaged by day does not
often show its ruin 'til night. She fell asleep easily, despite the weight of
the heat in the air, which perched on her twelve-year-old chest where her
womanhood was no more than flat pink brands. The heat perched like
sheep-demons or night-terrors, kneading her collarbones, the top of her
esophagus, and purring.
It was not the going to sleep that was hard. No, that was the easy
part-her cheek rubbing on the patchwork ears of the rabbit she was
too old to suck, thank God, because all the dampness and scratchy
fabric put sores on the sides of her lips like cold sores, and made it hard
to eat things that little girls like to eat: sour candies her daddy brought
home from the store in shiny plastic wrappings, and blueberry parfaits
tart from the early season. Her pajamas-the good, store-bought kind
with the tags that itched her in the waistband-bunched up around her
thighs. So easily did the cotton slide on her that her calves were often
bare and she rolled sensuously, enjoying the feeling of her thin blond
hairs on the quilt until she fell asleep.
It was the sleeping itself that left her so spreading and so pleasantly,
spinningly weak. It was sleeping in too late-saturated in all her own
sweat and sleep-drool and sleeping-dreaming-for so many of the
morning hours that she was almost high when she got up, almost
stoned. It was from sopping skin scrubbed with oatmeal in the bathtub
in the morning, sopping skin that stayed sopping all night and through
all the morning, urged on in the rows of light that rolled and squirmed
between the white wooden blinds that screeched and whose paint peeled
no matter how many coats they used. The morning light heated her in
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perfect bands, sun-bandages mathematically spaced along her. If, during
the night, she had thrown the covers in all her riotous night-writhing,
she would have tiny patches of sunburn branded along her in bars
exactly as thick as the big hair ribbons she used to wear tucked behind
her ears, in all the years before Momma had stopped taking them to
church. The patches would be gone by early evening, but she would lord
over them nonetheless, feeling the differences in temperature that the
mild melanin scars accrued between one inch and the next.
It was all this sopping skin, sleeping in it like you sleep in a camping
bag, in a sack of it, that put the lethargy in Mila's days. And also from
breathing through all her damp hair through all the dark hours, ragged
and desperate sucking through its salty net when it fell in her face. Like
apnea patients, she did not wake-just wheezed on bravely. And
breathing in all the damp air, that hot air, that damp-hot air-especially
if it is all hot and damp from your hot-muscled little-girl body and your
tiny hands in fists between your legs-that wet-oven breathing will
make you real sick real fast. Momma will tell you. Her brother died of
pneumonia when he was seven, even though it was in the dog days of
August. Shivering, nothing could get him warm. Not even laying him
outside when the sun was at its very highest, letting it on as much of him
as you could show of a sick boy and still be decent. But they stopped
that, the sun-healing, when he kept on blue and teeth chattering, when
he got second-degree burns from being left out all through the day, and
when it was seen that the burns did nothing to take away his chill, their
angry purple crusts and clear shiny pus that made the blisters almost
pretty, like the sap beads from trees-the second-degree burns as impotent as anything else they tried.
So because of the intoxicating sleeping she would spend the summer
draped on her mom, her mom with the cool thighs jerked out of her sundress for the breeze by her third cup of gin with lime juice floating thin
and acidy on the top of the martini glass. The liquids split like oil and
water and the martini glass pressed into the plate of dirty salt they left
out in the kitchen, because the only ants around here were black sugar
ants. Kitchen ants. Lemon meringue ants. Ants so that you could leave
out your vinegar but never your molasses, because your molasses would
get a graveyard, marked with the saccharine-scenting hunting antennas,
like angel headstones behind the church, while your vinegar would stay
pristinely untouched. It was dirty salt because the rugged sodium caught
dust, and the chalk that came off the window panes from getting jacked
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open and slammed shut so much against the gnat clouds which settled
into the onion braids if Momma didn't set the locks by three, which is
when they seemed to come off wherever it was they nested, regular as
clockwork.
The whole summer was in insect cycles: ants in the morning, spiders
munching and dripping poison through the noon hour, gnats at three,
mosquitoes-though Momma says God knows where they came from,
it having been so dry for so long and dampness being the only place that
their larvae can eat and grow-the mosquitoes came around at five and
were gone by seven, when the moths came out. They didn't bother her,
the mosquitoes-she had thick skin, and they had difficulty finding her.
When they did, their bites were not the raging, sprawling bumps that
came up behind her mother's ears where she dabbed perfume, but
simply little holes, opened up a little wider than all the hair follicles and
surrounding pores. And not itching at all. Come six, Mila was the only
one outside the house for miles around. People around here were bugclever-screens in their doors, DEET on their clothes if they'd gotta go
out. Picnics done in late afternoon, cheese and milk back in the refrigerator by 4:30, blankets folded and children hustled indoors. The mosquitoes survived only because of mule deer and the nude pink ears of
small rodents.
There were no pretty insects in those hot Wisconsin summers. This
was the third year of them, and the third year of Mila staying out of the
kitchen every time Momma dipped the martini glass in the dirty table
salt-not rock salt, no, these were country martinis, and rimmed in
Morton's fine-ground. Blue-canned with cheap paper covering the metal
funnel that popped out of the lid. She stayed away because if the salt got
layered, even just a grain or two, and got held hostage between the plate
and the sharp glass rim, it would screech on the porcelain. Mila, born
two months premature, had sensitive hearing, eardrums grown closer to
her temples, closer to the world, than they were meant to be. They didn't
hide, as eardrums do, but were brave, and pushed against the flats of her
cheeks. So she made sure to stay away from the kitchen, to hide in her
pink-wallpapered room or on the porch waiting to drape herself again,
or by the clothesline that made a right triangle from the instant siding
of the house to where its taut hard wire disappeared into the ground.
Somewhere she could not hear the dirty salt, the spacious humming rim
of the glass as it was bathed and sharpened just as soon as the sun
passed its highest, that if she stayed outside, she would regret it later
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with fat, shine-bitten skin that, though thick, was no good in such
Indian rays.
Her momma licked all the salt off first, so that the rim was clean and
smelled like evaporated spit in her face while she slurped off all the lime
and shuddered. Momma drank so much of that acid stuff she didn't
taste as good as she used to-never could before tolerate Mrs. Gary's
hot peppercorn pudding, now ate it by the bowlful and her nose never
even turned red. Couldn't seem to tell the difference between foods anymore. Though pears used to be her favorite thing in the whole world,
now she didn't even grow excited when she had some sitting on plates
out by the windows. She didn't show Mila how to poke the skins to see
that they were ready without leaving bruises. Mila had always left them,
though she swore she pressed them just as carefully as her momma ever
had, being especially careful of the little white spots along the widest
parts.
Taste buds sanded dull on so much citrus acid, that's what it was. It
was all the more strong because it came out of a little glass jar that she
didn't refrigerate, as the label said to do, and so it stewed in itself in the
heat all day, and grew rancid in pools, and thick in strings. Maybe the
juice was the only thing strong enough for her to taste anymore, because
she sure didn't mind the gin, not even by her fifth drink, when gin usually gets to makin' people thirsty for something else.
She was sloppy with her tongue most times, and it fell down and
tickled the hairs on the very back of Mila 's neck. Her neck was bare
because her long brown hair was flipped over to the side so that if a
breeze came out of the stagnation, it would not be wasted. Mila concentrated very carefully on those hairs of her neck when her momma
came back to the rocking chair and she splayed herself out again on her
lap. If she concentrated very hard she imagined she could feel each tiny
grain falling like a snowflake, even though later if she brushed against
that part of her scalp, she could feel nothing in her hands. But this may
or may not have been because they were not there; Mila's hands,
plunged too early into the world, did not feel things in the same way
that others did. But because she had never felt differently, nobody would
ever know, and probably she would never know either. But still her
father would kiss her neck when he came home at 7:30, kiss her before
he even sat down for dinner, even though doing roofs made him ravenous and he would think, from the salt, that she had run around all day
in the sun like little girls will do, and he never knew that she had lain all
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afternoon in a salt bath, in a gin breeze, with her limbs all stoned from
too much sleep and too much sweat.
By two her momma was already on her second glass, and Mila 's
neck was covered in fine saline powder which illuminated the soft down
there, the down that stood up for many things: for thunderstorms and
heat lightning, for breezes and hands. Hands. She waited patiently for
the third glass, when the hands would begin to run over her idly, the way
one touches a cat, and the way a cat wishes to be touched. She arched
her spine as if inviting them down, her white cotton dress spread on all
the essentialness of a child's body, no extra pieces. Everything roped
together fast and hard, like sails on a boat. She watched the ants crawl
on the floor and scratched her scalp, which itched lately, on account of
all the dryness or the new shampoo Momma used on her over the sink
on Wednesdays and Fridays. She said Mila was too old for that baby
stuff, that baby stuff which did not sting her eyes and which smelled like
strawberry shortcake without cream, the way they made it for her father
who had high cholesterol. The baby shampoo did not make her head
woozy like it got each summer when they painted the woodshed and not
the left side of the house, which peeled when the snowdrifts piled up
there, in the winters when a thing like August was more than anyone
could wrap their heads around.
She flicked the smelly dandruff from her nails, which were long
enough to hold great caches of the flakes. It had been a long time since
Momma had brought the scissors out and held her flopping hands like
great butterflies down because Mila could not stay still, and sometimes
the tiny points of the scissors left little red dots all around her cuticles
from all her nervous fluttering. The spots did not hurt so much, but she
would cry anyway. Her eyes would itch for hours; she would wish she
had not cried and then scratched them red and inflamed.
The third glass came soon enough. She held her swollen brave
eardrums, cradled them, even though she knew from the porch she could
not hear the salt. Momma came swaying back. By this time of afternoon
she was not so concerned with the perfection of the thickness of the
Morton's line, and it was uneven, and some of it even floated, catching
the sun, before it sunk beneath the waves of lime, because it had fallen
down the inside slope. Still, it was enough. Mila heard the first gulp, the
salt, and the second-all lime. Underneath her, Mamma's pickled belly
hummed and whined, and went silent with the third sip, the first sip that
was all booze. Mila counted to six. Six swallows. "Momma, will you
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scratch my head? Will you scratch my head, Momma, it itches."
The hands were given willingly, and Mila stared at the gray petrified
acres of the burnt prairie. She tried to make her eyes water so that it
would shimmer like ice, trying to stay awake. Her mother started at her
hairline, hands dipping into the freckled eggshell forehead-which
lemon juice baths did nothing for, could not tame the orange pigmentpalms and knuckles finding the itches instinctively. "Oh, Mila, we must
wash your hair tonight!" Mila grimaced. Hair washing: her strands
hanging and dripping into the drain catch that would still smell like
stewed tomatoes and fish, the white bubbles bursting in her nose and her
scalp red and abraded from the rough bristles of the hairbrush. But that
was later. For now she could just feel the hands. Her parts felt melted,
collected in pools, growing heavier and wetter and thinner each time the
nails traversed the winding curves of her skull. She listened to the sound
of follicles giving way to hands.
She was almost about to fall asleep again, sleep with her head dangling over so that the blood would collect in it like a bowl and when she
woke up all the rest of her body, veins emptied or struggling, would stay
thick and rusted long after she stood up. It was easy to sleep, with the
hands plowing the itches so that they were nearly abating, and singing
lullabies with their nailbeds. She began to get woozy with them, with the
hands, and then the rhythm stopped, and they were lifted. She opened
her eyes, went rigid. Her eardrums huddled closer to her skull to hear
the hands scratching against each other, the way insects rub their legs
together, the way you can hear them if you get very close. "Mila, Mila,"
said her momma, "So much dead skin!" Mila blinked. Her golden-green
eyes had begun to crust from pre-sleep tears and so her eyelashes ripped
a little, and she watched little pieces of glittering dandruff, like huge salt
flakes, fall onto the wooden porch and get swallowed in it. She would
have to stay awake, see if the ants carried them off, like they did with
most anything you dropped in their paths, even if it was rat poison. She
listened to her mother's voice, which by this time of the afternoon was
the most beautiful thing that she had ever heard; long and weeping consonants and dripping vowels, and sentences slow-melting and showing
all the signs of the heat unashamed. Sometimes in front of the mirror in
her mamma's bathroom, the huge one Daddy brought home tacked with
a red bow for their fifteenth anniversary, Mila would try to move her
mouth in a way that could make those same sounds. She never had been
able, though, except for the time when she had strep throat, and her
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tongue felt too big for her mouth and her mouth was rank and dry from
the penicillin, and then she did it perfectly, just two sentences: "Today
we are go-ing to to-wn, Miss Mouse. Tomorrow we are go-ing to city"lines from grammar school books. As syrupy and perfect and slow as her
mother's had ever been. But then she had lost it again, and fell asleep in
front of the mirror, and had fever dreams.
She waited patiently for the hands to come back, bending her face
forward so that the cap of her skull would tilt up invitingly, by her ears,
where the itching was worst. But the hands did not come back. Maybe
Momma had forgotten, as she did sometimes. "Momma," said Mila.
There was nothing.
But then: "Mila," and the voice was suddenly sharp and not dripping
at all, no, it was the way it was in the mornings when she ate dry toast
even though the butter was plain as day in the middle of the table on its
scalloped dish. "Mila, stand up. Mila, you stand. Stand up. Stand up.
You stand up right now." Mila scrambled. Her dripping body fell clumsily off, her knee hit the deck, its cap ringing. She got to her feet.
"Look, Mila. You look, Mila." Her mother held out her fingers
accusingly, and Mila tried to blink back the salt-crusts, but still her eyes
were slitted together like a cat's, and her vision had gone black and was
only beginning to open up, a growing hole, bit by bit-she had lifted
herself too quickly, jolted her head too fast. "Do you see, Mila, do you
see?" Mila could not see anything, but she peered harder, wanting to
please her mother. "Under my nails girl, under my nails!!" She brought
her face closer. There, underneath the long, pink-painted nails, was
something squirming.
"Oh Momma, it is just an ant, Momma, it's OK," said Mila, scared,
for ants were an everyday thing out here so far away from the town
which sprayed all its sidewalks with pesticides so that the rats were born
with two heads and no tails. Her eyes darted nervously, not understanding why her mother was so upset over something as common as
ants, the same ones that passed her dirty salt plate each morning. "You
just caught an ant, Momma," Mila said again, trying to soothe her, grinning stupidly, her mouth hanging like when she was playing bear.
"No, you dirty girl," her momma shook her fingers like leaves, as if
they were as nervous as she always scolded Mila's for being, "That is a
louse. That is a louse from your head, Mila. That is lice."
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Man Enters Woman
Adam Ray Jones

MY

I WOULD IF I WERE
a baby coming out instead of a man going in. I am nude, as no clothes
are necessary and would hinder my entrance into my wife. She is
sleeping as this happens.
I push my hand further, up to my arm now, almost to my elbow
where a quick flinch of the joint will force contact with her pelvis. My
shoulder now, the right one. I feel like I am swimming as my right arm
is swallowed up by my wife, my love. I put my left in next, stretching
her opening apart even further now, trying to make room for my head.
When both arms are in, I force them apart like the jaws of life and cram
my face and neck into her darkness.
With only a week left to live, according to my doctors, I can waste
no time-I have to see my son. I want to touch him and hold him so that
he knows my presence well. More than anything, he needs to be familiar
with my embrace, or else I have failed as a father. My spirit will live on
through him and with him, and he must recognize it for what it is. I am
up to my chest now and my head is in the womb.
My son is before me, silent, floating, connected to his mother. I reach
HAND GOES FIRST, PRYING HER OPENING APART LIKE
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one finger out for him to grab and remember, but he does not. I raise it
and touch his cheeks, chubby and new, but they seem flat to my touch.
My hand slides over his hand to his chest, anemic and underdeveloped,
to feel his heartbeat. There is none. My son is gone before he is ever
there, and I fill the womb with tears, forgetting where I am. I struggle
deeper inside my wife, pushing off on the bed frame for leverage. My
right arm extended in front of me, I grab her heart in my hand and hold
it. I grab her life in my hand, and I hold it.
I squeeze it, almost making my hand into a fist. With my son at my
side, my wife's heart in my grasp, I pray that I am making the right decision. As the pulse in my palm gets softer and further apart, I think yes,
yes, this is what she would have wanted. She would not have been able
to go on without love in her life.
The beating stops entirely and I stay still, my toes barely touching the
carpet. The toes on the carpet become the soles of my feet as I withdraw
from her slowly, leaving a small kiss on my son's forehead as I pass him by,
traveling a path he never will. I sit on the carpet, naked and half wet.
Getting on the bed, lying next to my wife, my love, I reach down and
close her legs. I wrap my arms around her and kiss her lips, for I know I
will see her again. I know I will see my son again, and he will know me.
And we will finally get to be the family that God never wanted us to be.
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I've Been to the Other Side
and It's Not So Hot
Meredith Grahl

IT WAS DARK AND LATE AND ICY. MY MOTHER AND I WERE BOTH DRIVING

our own cars; I was coming down our dirt road one way from work and
she was coming the other way, past the dairy, from the highway, when
right in front of our secluded driveway we hit each other head-on. I was
going about forty, she had to have been doing fifty at least, and the road
was slick with iced-over snow. We were killed instantly, both of us
thrown through our own windshields. I wasn't belted in so I shot all the
way through and ended up on the hood of her Bonneville. Mom had
only made it halfway through the glass and it cut her up pretty bad on
her way out. The steering wheel was propping her body up so her head
and shoulders stuck straight out of the hole in the window. As we lay
there, dead, her blood pouring out of her neck and my back broken so
that my feet looped neatly behind my head, the night was very still. I was
bent upon the driver's side edge of her hood, my head and feet close to
her headlight, my torso pointing toward her.
All the birds had been scared away by our crash. My little brother
Timmy was gone, staying at his girlfriend's parents' basement in Elgin,
so no one was home to have heard us, and the closest house was a
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quarter mile down the road.
Mom must have just lit a new cigarette before we hit each other. I
saw it, the cigarette, still intact, balancing on the passenger-side edge of
the car opposite me, a few feet away from my head. The Bonneville has
been in the family longer than I have. It's from the early eighties so it's
huge; it's also brown, and I could tell from where I was that her car
hadn't suffered much damage, that it was still as straight and boxy as it
always had been. My little Saturn was behind me. Since I couldn't move,
I couldn't check but I was pretty sure, from the crunching I'd heard and
from what I saw of the impact as I shot through my windshield and
watched below me before I landed on her car, I was pretty sure that my
poor little car was wrapped around Mom's Bonne like a kitten around
a brick.
Me and Mom-our habits turned out to be stronger than the fact
that we were no longer alive, so we began to argue.
"It's not enough for you to fuck up my life, now you have to kill me,
too," said Mom. She was only halfway through the windshield, the force
of the collision had busted her through the glass up to her middle and
then gravity had brought her back down on the jagged mess beneath her.
Strands of her guts were mingled with the windshield wipers, and I was
in no mood to listen to her. I'd been upset all day and now I felt the sadness turning to anger in my throat; it was gurgling, or maybe that was
something else.
"Mom, as long as we're on the subject of fucking up people's lives ..."
I had to stop to cough for a long time, some blood and something else,
something thicker and darker came up. Afterward I had to lie still and
rest, too exhausted to speak.
"Christ, Kelly! When's the last time you cleaned that car! I can smell
it from here! Stinks like that no-good boyfriend of yours has been living
in the backseat!"
My mother did not realize that both of our bowels had evacuated
their contents once we flatlined. I gathered my energy to speak.
"Mom. Will. You. Shut. Up. For. A minute! Look at yourself! You
are one dead bitch, and you're lying there complaining? You're a mess,
and I'm sorry, but you know what? You look like you've always looked,
lying around with your goddamn mouth open. What made you think
that you could handle having kids, anyway? And why were you driving
so fast?"
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A bubble of blood appeared in her open mouth and popped before
she said anything. "I wasn't driving fast; this was your fault. When I
looked up, right before you drove into me, I could see that you weren't
even looking at the road."
"I was turning right and you were turning left. You're the one who
should have waited." I flew into another fit of coughing. My ribs rattled
and I could feel one of my heels at the back of my neck. My face was
pressed to the side of the hood of the car, which was still warm but quiet
now, like maybe the impact had turned off her engine. With my one
cheek pressed on the hot metal, if I looked all the way the other way out
the corners of my eyes, I could make out a section of the sky, very dark
blue and clear, dotted with stars.
I could hear a dog barking but I was sure it wasn't Duke; he was too
sick to bark much anymore. Mom and I had just been arguing, among
other things, about how she wanted to have my dog put to sleep.
This morning, crack of dawn, she didn't have to work but she got
up when she heard I was up getting ready, like she had it on her radar
to spoil my morning. She had both the goddamn TVs on, the living room
one and the one in her room, just like she always does in the mornings.
Seeing her moping around in her robe all crumpled like she'd slept
folded up inside a couch gave me a horrible feeling. All I had to do was
look at her to know the day was fucked.
The news was on both TVs but they were on different channels, so
it sounded familiar until you tried to actually hear what they were
saying, and it was a big mess you couldn't understand. I was about to
let her know it was gonna make me crazy when the toaster popped up
and she shuffled past me, a cigarette in her mouth and a plate in her
hand. As she went past me again, I smelled the sleep on her, all nasty and
hot, and watched her settle her big robe underneath her at the island and
sit down to butter her Pop-Tarts.
She caught me staring, and that's when she set into me about Duke.
I was standing in the corner by the coffee machine and he was next to
me, on the rug in front of the sink. He might have been lying there all
night. I stuck my socked foot under his big ribcage, and I had to concentrate so as not to wiggle my toes under him the way I would have
done before he got so sick. He didn't even turn his head to acknowledge
me.
"Kelly," Mom went, "it's not right. He's gotten so old and you know
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he's sick. He's your dog and he's your responsibility. Look at him."
I did look at him. While Mom was talking I'd been staring at the
coffee starting to drip out.
She put her cigarette out and took a couple of bites of her Pop-Tart,
ate a little and put some more butter on, and then started again. "I know
you don't want to accept this, but it's true. He's been pissing in his sleep,
pissing all over himself, on my carpet. You've got to take him in."
I slid down next to him and sat there, looking at him. The tumors
were all over his neck now and up the side of his face. He smelled bad,
like rotten, like the inside of a dirty old fridge. He looked up at me; I
heard him breathing heavy and we locked eyes, my two and his one that
wasn't covered by a tumor. My poor dog, my poor Duke, I was thinking.
"He probably wants to die," she said.
To Duke I said, "Don't worry, boy, I'm not letting her anywhere near
you." I hugged him very lightly around his neck, but no matter the care
I took he growled at me anyway.
"OK, big old dog." I told him, "OK." And I hauled myself up off the
floor and stepped over him to get a mug out of the cabinet.
"Pour me one, too," she said.
I looked at her, though I'd been doing a good job of not looking at
her so far, and her face was all tight and smiling, smirking. She wasn't
even looking at me. She had heard him growl and wanted me to know
it. She doesn't even drink coffee; she drinks pop all day.
"Herb and Pat had to put Champie down a couple of months ago.
I'll ask Pat about what they did."
Duke turned to eye me like he knew what was going on. He couldn't
even wear a collar anymore, his neck was so bumpy. His legs had gotten
real thin in the past month or two, and the rest of his body was way
heavier than it had ever been.
"Good boy," I told him, trying to reassure us both. "That's a good
boy."
I stepped back over him to refill my mug. Mom was concentrating
on what was left of her slimy Pop-Tarts and some old magazine that had
been on the counter forever.
"You can get your own goddamn coffee," I said, "and you'd better
stay the fuck away from my dog."
I was starting to cry a little and I didn't want her to see, so I grabbed
my mug and moved toward my room. From the hall, I yelled to her.
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"If you ever get cancer I'll have you put to sleep."
I held it together 'til I got out of the house, but I cried all the way to
work, and on and off all day long.
After the crash, lying on the hood of the car, I tried not to cough. It
wasn't like I needed to breathe anymore, but I didn't want to give her
the satisfaction, didn't want her to think that I was any more uncomfortable than she was. "Zen," I said to myself, my eyes sore in their
sockets from contorting up to the sky. I didn't really know exactly what
it meant or what I meant by it, but it seemed like the right thing to think
of. I said it a few more times to calm myself down.
"What are you mumbling about?" she asked me.
"It's a little late for you to be taking an interest in me."
"I've always taken care of you."
I didn't say anything, then I did.
"Like you wanna take care of Duke?"
"That dog is a different story. But you, you always had a roof over
your head. You were always fed and dressed."
"Kool-Aid, and you never cooked. I always ate out of cans and
boxes and the microwave. And you stopped buying me clothes when I
hit middle school. Did we ever have fruit in the house that didn't come
out of a can? Did you know that Tater Tots aren't a vegetable?"
"You've always been a brat," she said.
"Do you remember the time I got sent home from school 'cause I
was wearing your tube dress?"
"You put that on without my permission."
"It was all we had that was clean. And all your shitty boyfriends ..."
"Kelly, I'm sorry, but no one person could have given you as much
attention as you always wanted out of me. My God, even when you
were a baby ..."
I had heard all that shit before. I stopped paying attention. We had
died, we were moving on to whatever the next stage is, and even that
didn't give us anything new to talk about.
Her blood had really poured out of her. It wasn't flowing as quick
as it had right when she went through the glass, but an impressive
puddle had accumulated between me and her on the crinkled hood of
her silver car. I had been resting my eyes, but I looked up at the sky again
and imagined looking down at us lying there. I was all bent up and that's
when I looked over, saw her cigarette was almost gone, and that it was
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teetering over the edge of the car. Then the butt broke off and it was just
the ash on the edge of the car. We heard a slow hiss, I saw Mom's eyes
dart from me to the ground beside me, and she squinted at me. I could
already feel the heat. Within a minute the flames were around us, really
roaring. We looked at each other, my mom and I. She rolled her eyes. I
closed mine, and then we were engulfed in flame. As we burned up I
could still hear the dog howling, and I thought it was probably Duke
after all.
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Caring is Optional
Sheree L. Greer

EVERYONE WOULD BE AGITATED. MY AUNT VIKKI WOULD SHIFT HER WEIGHT

from one foot to the other. She would clutch her Bible under her arm
while digging in her purse for her keys. The rest of the family, just as
bored and inconvenienced as she, would shuffle their feet and look over
their shoulders. The meeting, the "support group," would be held in
Dineen Park. It's the park where we had countless family cookouts and
birthday parties. The park, with its rolling hills, babbling creek, and
man-made pond with real fish, would have a different feeling at night.
That's when I'd hold the meeting: at night. Geese would fly overhead,
their squawks too hard and too loud to be coincidental, screaming into
the darkness, warning, maybe, or just lending their own anger to the
pot. The moon would be large and bright, an electric bluish white like a
neon beer sign or the color of ghosts. Crickets and the soft rush of water
as the ducks get into their nighttime positions would fill the uncomfortable silence.
Vikki would break it with her voice, "What are we doing here?"
Everyone would look at me. I would stand in the middle of them:
my family, aunts, uncles, cousins, sisters, and parents. I would clear my
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throat, remembering that I'd got them there, that at least they had
shown up.
"I asked you all here tonight to talk about Jama," I would say
matter-of-factly. I would make a point to meet everyone's eyes, even
crack-head Uncle Dell, pedophile Uncle Andre, and battered Uncle Terry,
who chose to stand behind me. "Well, not talk ... exactly," I would
finish, cracking my knuckles and rocking back on my heels.
My dark-eyed, chocolate-skinned Great-uncle Reggie would suck
his teeth and jam his hands into his pockets. I'd hear him jingle the keys
to his olive green and cream Buick.
"I ain't staying for this foolishness," Reggie would say. I would walk
right up to him, facing him in a way I never could when he forced his
gin-flavored lips onto mine to kiss me hello and good-bye. "Yvonne is
fine. I got to go," he would say, turning slowly.
I would grab him by the back of his collar and pull him back to
where he stood. "You ain't going anywhere. Nobody's going anywhere
until we get some shit straight. Enough is fucking 'nough and things are
going to change-right here, right now."
Everyone would be shocked at my tone, my use of profanity. A wave
of discussion might even ripple through the circle. I would only catch
pieces of murmurings, though, snatches of commentary.
"Who the hell she think she is?"
"I ain't got to stand for this bullshit."
"Who she talking to? I know she ain't talking to me like that."
"Pam, you better get your daughter."
"I'm 'bout to go. She ain't gon' stop me from goin' anywhere."
"That girl done gone crazy."
My aunt Vikki will walk up to me, holding her Bible against her
chest. And, with a face that looks older than it should, more stressed
than it should, she will lean close to my face and say, "I got to go to
choir rehearsal."
I'd nod and lick my lips.
"And," Vikki would whisper into my ear, "you should come to
church with me on Sunday, you need Je ..."
Before she could finish her sentence, I would punch her squarely in
the face. My knuckles would crack against the bridge of her nose and
blood would come running out of her nostrils. Staggering backwards
and holding her face, she would stare at me wide-eyed and incredulous.
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Out of sheer confusion and frustration, she would hold her Bible up to
me as I walked steadily towards her, pushing it at me as if warding off
a vampire with a crucifix. I would grab the black leather-covered book
from her trembling hand and toss it over my shoulder.
My family would be frozen. They would be frightened but pretend
that they weren't. They'd stand, uncertain about what to do, and watch
me closely, the circle becoming larger as they slowly began to take steps
away from me. I would take a big, lunging step toward my uncle
Reggie-who, like I figured, would be cowering next to my grandfather
Otis. He would flinch when I bucked my shoulders at him and I would
laugh.
Out the corner of my eye, I would see my great-aunt Carlotta trying
to whisper to her son Dorian. Never the sharpest knife in the drawer, he
wouldn't get it when she flipped her head towards the lighted cement
path that led to the parking lot. I would walk up to Carlotta and shake
my head. She would brace herself, squinting her big fish-eyes and biting
her lip with an over-dramatic wince.
"I'm not going to hit you," I would say with a smirk. She would
remain in her guarded stance but open her pop-eyes to look into my
face. I would take a step back and turn from her. Just when I heard her
sigh, I would bring my foot across her face with a roundhouse kick Jet
Li style.
From there, I would run around the circle of family members with
my hand outstretched, slapping each and every one of them save my parents and younger sister; my older sister wouldn't be there. I would have
tried to call, but she wouldn't answer her phone. Some of the family
would attempt to fight back but with a fury made famous by the
Incredible Hulk, I would grow stronger with each retaliation, becoming
more unstoppable with increased opposition. I would kick my uncle
Terry in the nuts, not once but three times, until his knees caved in and
he fell to the ground crying and holding his crotch. I would choke my
cousin Dorian until the veins in his forehead and temples swelled against
his ridiculous gelled baby-hair and pumped against punk-ass combed
sideburns. I would punch my grandfather Otis in the kidneys until he
coughed blood and brought a flying elbow down on my aunt Vikki as
she crawled around on all fours hunting for her beloved Bible in the
dew-damp grass. They would be screaming. Tiffany, my usually nonviolent younger sister, would join in the beat-down, screaming and crying
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against the frustration and sadness of seeing her carefree teenage years
go down the laundry chute with Jama's soiled pants and food-crusted
bibs. My mother, her arms swollen and wrists aching, would be praying
and my father would probably take a few steps back, unsure about how
best to help. The fighting would continue for nearly an hour. I would
stop, finally, not because I wasn't mad anymore, but because I was tired
and my knuckles would be stinging from cutting their fragile skin on my
uncle's teeth.
Coughing blood, panting, and crying while doubled over in pain, my
family members would hesitantly and shamefully meet my eyes. I would
catch my breath and stand gap-legged with my hands on my hips.
"How do you all feel?" I would ask. My voice would be rough and
heavy, like a fire blanket. "You're hurting, ain't you? Feeling low. Feeling
defeated. Feeling beat-down and tired." I would meet their eyes for an
instant, only an instant because they would look away in embarrassment. "Yeah. Welcome to my world, you selfish assholes. The way you
feel right now, at this very moment, is the way I feel every fucking day."
I would spit. My voice would start cracking against my will. The
tears would come and the knot in my throat would get bigger and
bigger, changing my tone-replacing the resilient anger with the pain the
anger tried so desperately to hide.
"The way your body feels-the ache, the sting, the nearly unbearable weakness-that's the way my heart feels. That's the way you all
make me ... " I'd lock eyes with my mother and younger sister ... "that's
the way you make us feel."
My mother would walk up to me and take me in her arms as the
sobs I fought to hold back come bursting forth. I would all but collapse
into her, my shoulders rising and falling with my massive sobs. She
would look out at her defeated siblings, aunts and uncles, nieces and
nephew.
"You should all be ashamed of yourselves for letting it come to
this," she would say. "We need you. You know we do." My mother
would take a deep breath and blow it out slow. "What's it going to be?
You gonna help or not?"
I'd bet you my life that those selfish-ass, holier-than-thou, "I'm-toobusy-with-my-own-life" collection of jerk-offs I call family would see
the error of their ways. I bet they'd all fall in line, clamoring over who
gets Jama on what day and who's going to be first to sign up for diaper
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duty. Hell, by the end of the night they'd be arguing over who's going to
pay for her prescriptions and complaining about why there aren't any
more Diabetes Information sessions until next spring.
It would be a lot more productive if it were to go down that way,
this "therapy" of sorts. Not only would I be purged of my anger by
having an outlet for it, a way to get it out and direct it at the people who
caused it, but a good thrashing would be a way to whip them into shape.
They'd understand how I feel. What's more, they would have the intimate knowledge of what it feels like to be betrayed and hurt by a family
member. They would be able to connect with me, be more understanding of why I cut my eyes at them, and why I find myself gnashing
my teeth when they try to embrace me. First-hand experience, action,
showing not telling-that, my friend, is what caregiver therapy should
be about. This is how it feels. This is how it hurts. Now what's it gonna
be? You gonna help me out, or do I have to kick your ass again?
I always go visit my grandmother at night. She's been at Bradley
Rehabilitation Center for two weeks, and most of my lame-ass family
members squeeze their visits in between four and six. It's more convenient for them, I imagine, making the stop on their way home from
work so they can get in and out and return to their life as it is. It's really
the absolute worst time to go. Between four and six, dinner is served at
Bradley Rehabilitation Center. Pear-shaped nurses, walking that thin
line between young and tired and old and sprightly, dole out pills of
every conceivable color and shape. The dietary aides, lanky black boys
walking all loose and nonchalant, wear their visors to the side and their
aprons untied. They slide food trays in and out of tall metal carts and
bob their heads to a bass line only they can hear. The nursing aides are
usually young and cute, but not without some objectionable quality like
gold teeth, long acrylic nails, or some guy's name tattooed across the
side of their neck in cursive or old English script that makes you wonder
if they should be taking care of your elderly loved one.
"Where's my ice cream? They said I could have ice cream. Where's
my ice cream?" some blue-haired lady, with fuchsia lipstick heavy on her
thin lips and drawn-on eyebrows, will yell from somewhere in the cafeteria. The Alzheimer patients, who are usually kept separate, find a
freedom at dinnertime when there's so much going on. Hunched-over
men who used to be tall and handsome will no longer swagger but
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stagger and shuffle out of the buzzing, clacking, slamming, and clinking
dining room. A man, his face dark and fleshy and crinkled like a raisin,
eyes searching, dark brown irises rimmed in sky blue, will ask you what
time Sears Roebuck closes or if you know which bus will get him to the
brickyard. A short woman dressed in a hospital gown and homemade
shawl may grab your arm with soft but firm fingers. She'll look up at
you with the trust of a child, her wig matted and crooked, dentures on
the verge of sliding out of her mouth.
"Can you help me find my pocketbook? My son is outside waiting
for me and I have to have my pocketbook. I cannot leave without my
pocketbook."
You'll look at her with confused fear in your eyes. She probably
hasn't carried a purse in years. And somehow you know there is no son
waiting outside for this small, bemused woman with such hopeful,
pleading eyes.
It's hard to say which eyes are the hardest to look into in nursing
homes and elderly rehab centers, because that's the thing that grabs you,
that holds onto you and pulls you along. The eyes are like fishhooks
pushing up from just under the ridge of your jawbone and curling out
the side of your face. They get you quick; you barely feel it, then the
panic and pain of getting caught up, knowing you're caught up. Try to
pull away, it stretches and burns. Follow along and it only pulls slightly,
but throbs and throbs. No use trying to shake free. The eyes have got
you.
The cheerless green eyes of the old woman staring out the dining
room window, missing a daughter and son and grandchildren who write
infrequently and visit never; the one-armed man at the back table struggling to cut his own meat, his eyes exhausted but infinitely proud; the
wide curious eyes that wander in and out of the dining room, unsure at
that moment where they're going and uncertain always about where
they are. There are the eyes of the staff-young, bored, hungry-forpayday eyes; older, drained, please-don't-let-me-end-up- in-a-place-likethis eyes. You take the long walk through the pale yellow corridors, step
into the buzzing dining room, and they've got you.
Perhaps that's why my family visits during that time. The sea of eyes
is a distraction, a welcome but haunting diversion from the one pair of
eyes that threaten to burn into their souls, the patient, loving, familiar
yet strange eyes of my grandmother. Sitting at the round dining room

76

Hair Trigger 30

table in a stiffly cushioned chair pulled up next to her wheelchair, they
watch her lose herself stirring her coffee, or they look around while she
butters her bread. Visiting at dinnertime is the extent of the visit. The
dining room is not my grandmother's room. The dining room is full of
the recovering, the forgotten, and the fading away; but there are also
"normal" people. The staff, spoon-feeding or serving food, are people
like you and me, people who have real homes, jobs, and other responsibilities. People who have a life. And in that, you can take solace. The
dining room, though noisy with questions and answers and clueless
rambling, the clattering of dishes, the metallic clink of silver hitting the
floor, and the screech of chairs, is an open space where you can be confident that you don't belong and know for sure that you will leave soon.
I visit after dinner. The halls are quiet; flickering blue lights beam out
of doorways as residents watch television or the television watches
them. The nurses are scribbling away on clipboards, and the aides are
gathering soiled laundry and cinching up trash bags after getting
everyone undressed, washed up, and in bed. Most of the residents are
sleeping. There are no distractions. There aren't a million pairs of eyes
searching me out, asking me questions, pleading for my attention. The
center staff I pass in the hall nod at me and continue their tasks.
When I reach my grandmother's door, I hear soft snoring. I already
know it's not my grandmother's deep breathing. My grandmother has
always been a night owl. Along with her roommate's snores, I hear Betty
White finishing up a story about St. Olaf and the static-like rumble of a
laugh track. My grandmother's eyes are glued to the television when I
step into the room. Hypnotized by The Golden Girls, she doesn't see me
until I'm a few feet from her bed. She looks up at me startled, then skeptically, like I might be a ghost.
"Hey, sweet thang," I smile big and she smiles back with her whole
face. Her eyes get me. They are bright and warm and happy, as happy
as they can be in a place like this; I'm caught up. I'm hooked by her eyes
and it's the most wonderful captivity in the entire world. I bend over to
kiss her on the mouth, roll the handle on the side of her bed to sit her
up a bit, and move the side table down toward the end of the bed.
Sitting in the cushioned wingback chair next to her bed, I shake out
of my jacket and kick off my shoes. I lean forward in the chair and reach
my hands through the two horizontal bars of the guardrail. Holding her
left hand in my own and rubbing the top of her arm with my right hand,
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we visit. Truly visit. I am there, looking into her eyes, making myself
comfortable in her room, visiting her life as it stands at the moment. We
watch the last of The Golden Girls and I begin a story about whatever
I can exaggerate about my day, inviting her to visit my life as it stands
at the moment.
"So, you know my taillights don't work, right?"
My grandmother nods whether she remembers or not.
"Well, I'm heading home from here last night and it's late or whatever. I'm being careful not to speed." I wink and my grandmother knows
I'm talking shit. "Trying to be careful not to speed, anyway, and I get
pulled over right after a traffic light. I wasn't but a few blocks away
from here."
An aide comes to the doorway and peeks in. She smiles, her hair
done up in some crazy beehive, Leaning-Tower-of-Pisa do with curls and
jewels, and weird green contacts in her eyes. When she turns, I buck my
eyes at my grandmother.
"What? You said you want your hair like that?"
"No, I ain't either," my grandmother says with a slow grin.
"Aw, come on, Jama," I squeeze her hand. "You'd look good like
that. All done up for Mother's Day." I nod my head and narrow my eyes
like I'm picturing her with that ridiculous hair.
"Sheeeeeee-it," she says with her trademark eye roll. "You get your
hair like that."
We both laugh. I glance over at her roommate, who's still snoring.
My grandmother waves her hand dismissively.
"She ain't gone wake up. I should go over there and wake her up.
Tell her to hush all that noise."
I get up to pull the curtain closed.
"Anyway, so I get pulled over and this pig comes walking up to the
side of my car." I strut from the curtain in the middle of the room back
towards the chair. Poking my chest out, I lean back on my heels and roll
my head on my shoulders. "You know how they walk, Jama. Like they
something." I turn around and walk back to the curtain, do an aboutface and swagger back to the chair again, my thumb hooked on my belt
like it's a holster. I stand widelegged beside my grandmother's bed and
motion for her to roll her window down. Clearing my throat, I sigh and
bend forward at the waist.
"Evenin', ma'am. You know why I pulled you over?" I say with the

78

Hair Trigger 30

thickest, most-Mississippi-line accent I can muster.
"I just looked up at him and said, 'No'. I think I even smiled, but you
know I ain't about to offer any suggestions about why he pulled me
over. It could have been anything: my taillights are out, my car's still on
that donut; side-view mirror is missing-well, I never can be sure if I'm
speeding or not." I placed my hands on the guardrail and lowered my
voice, "And we both know, the jerk could have been pulling me over
because I'm black."
My grandmother cuts her eyes. "That's right. Was he colored or
white?"
I put my hands on my hips, tilting my head. "What you think?" She
rolled her eyes as I twisted my lips to the side. "You know he was a
cracker."
My grandmother cackles, "I knew it."
The aide with the crazy hair comes back and leans in the doorway.
"Hey, Miss Yvonne," she folds her arms across her chest, looks at me,
and pops her gum. "That's your mother?"
"No, my grandmother." I answer, glancing at Jama. "She's still a
young woman," everyone says when they hear she's only sixty-eight. I
look at the aide. "I'm Sheree." I move to shake her hand and notice she
has acrylic nails with green dollar signs airbrushed on them. "You're
new to this shift?" I would have remembered her-the nails, the hair, the
obviously fake green eyes. As I look at them more closely, I see they're
more turquoise than green. All the more absurd.
"Uh huh," she smacked her gum and shook my hand weakly. "I'm
usually here in the mornin's. I get Miss Yvonne up. Don't I, Miss
Yvonne?"
My grandmother smiles her phony but amazingly gracious-looking
smile. I think I may be the only person who knows the difference
between it and the real one. I stifle a giggle and turn back to the aide.
"I love Miss Yvonne. She so sweet." The aide pops her gum.
I walk back over to Jama and stand next to her bed. That's the hint to
go on your way, you're disrupting my visit. But the aide just stands there,
smiling with her silly skyscraper hair and creepy watercolor eyes. I suppose
they get lonely and bored at night. I wish I cared. She finally gets the hint
and says good-night. My grandmother and I say good-night in unison. I tell
her it was nice meeting her as she turns to leave. My grandmother sucks
her teeth and rolls her eyes before the girl fully clears the doorway.
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I smack her shoulder playfully. "You better quit that. She seems
nice."
"Ain't nobody studdin' her," Jama says with a frown.
I can't help but laugh. She always has these two ways about her,
these two faces. She is at once sweet and skeptical, kind and hard. I
always wonder if she hadn't had so many kids, could she have gone to
college, or maybe just been free to do whatever her heart desired, what
would she have been? I think she may have been a writer, questioning
the world and defining it, trusting it and cowering away from it.
"All right." I stand back and get back in my Officer Jerk-off stance.
"Did you know your taillights were out?" I open my eyes all wide and
straighten my back.
"So I scrunch up my face all confused and stuff, right. 'My taillights?
They're out? For real?' I say innocently. The officer gives me this look,
this look like, 'Poor little lady, don't know the first thing about cars."'
"'Yep, they out,' the officer said, nodding and looking concerned all
of a sudden."
I bite my lip and sigh. "So I saw him grabbing for his ticket pad, and
I panicked. You know I can't afford no tickets, Jama. I can't even afford
a spare tire!" I pull at my pants' pockets, showing her the rabbit ears.
She shakes her head and laughs.
"It ain't funny, Jama." I'm smiling and laughing. "Being broke ain't
no joke 'cause ain't a thing funny 'bout havin' no money!"
"I know that's right," Jama says. She yawns. The only negative with
evening visits is that though she isn't asleep when I get there, the comfort of me being there gets to her and she lets sleep inch closer to her. As
if because I've come, because I'm there, it's all right to sleep, all right for
the day to end. I know I have to finish my story.
"I turn it on, Jama, you hear me? Turn-it-on." I get back into character as clueless-woman-driver who doesn't know the difference
between a carburetor and a spark plug.
"I grip the steering wheel and exhale real hard. 'Which one is out,
Officer? The left or right?' I ask, my voice sweet and soft like cotton
candy, knowing full well that both them boys is out and been out for at
least a week." I smile and wink at my grandmother, holding an imaginary steering wheel in front of me. "You know this dude motions me out
of the car and tells me to come take a look?"
I put my hands on my hips. "And I got out, too. I sure did." My
grandmother giggles.
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"I walked my butt right around to the back of my car with that
cracker cop and put my hand to my chest like I couldn't believe it.
Excuse my language, Jama, but I looked at them dark red squares and
said, 'Well, I'll be damned.' The cop tapped the left taillight with his
knuckles and shook his head. 'Yep, both of 'em."'
I sit down in the chair and grab Jama's hand though the rail. I see
her eyes starting to blink slower and slower.
"He give you a ticket?" my grandmother asks, yawning again. A pinpoint of light catches the gold outlining one of her teeth on her uppers.
I'm proud of her for staying with me, for listening and being interested;
it's something that's becoming harder and harder for her to do.
"Yeah, I got a ticket." I squeeze her hand and scoot to the edge of
the chair, getting closer to her for the punch line. "But it was one of
those come-back-and-show-us tickets where I won't have to pay if I
come show them my lights work within a certain amount of time."
"Awww. Sheeeee-it." She closes her eyes.
Out in the hallway, I hear the squeak of footsteps and the soft click
of the aide turning off the television across the hall. The hallway gets
darker before my eyes, all the glowing blue lights of the abandoned televisions retreating instantly from the pale yellow floor. The aide pokes
her head into the room and winks at me. She walks on, popping her gum
against the quiet. I look over at Jama. She's breathing deeply, eyeballs
rolling under thin, tissue-paper lids.
"It's all right," I slide my hand from under hers. "I just gotta change
my fuses." I laugh to myself, rising to my feet. I lean over to kiss her on
the forehead, and it's warm on my lips. I hate to leave. I want to stay
and watch her sleep. I want to be there when she wakes up. She told me
once that if I could spend the night, that she'd make room for me right
there in the bed with her.
After the amputation, my grandmother was bound to her wheelchair. It was a transformation we had to get used to, this new shape and
the necessary hardware that would make up Jama. I hadn't known it
right away, but my mind was making a connection-a connection
between one of my favorite childhood heroes and my lifelong, real-life
hero.
Optimus Prime was a character in a carton I watched as a kid,
Transformers. He was a semi truck at first take. He had an angry red
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front cab with large, bright headlights that blared even in the daylight.
The trailer part was blue with big, black wheels, thick tread and shiny
silver rims. Then he would transform, a series of clicks, slams, and
swooshes, like one of the City of Milwaukee snowplows that cleared the
streets and spread salt after storms, killing all hopes of a "snow day."
The hood of the semi would twist and flip, large square black windshields became massive pectoral muscles, and the shiny gray/silver grill
developed into steel washboard abs. The blue trailer shifted into heavy
boots with taillight tips and ankle joints made of those huge black
wheels. Commander of the Autobots, Optimus Prime's motto was,
"Freedom is the right of all sentient beings," and he fought for control
of the universe against the silver mammoth robot Megatron and his
band of Decepticons.
Jama, thin and pale yellow, almost swallowed by her wheelchair, had
lost a lot of weight as a result of her new diet; in line with diabetic
restrictions, no more cakes, ice cream, and candy bars like she used to
eat, but fruits and vegetables, grains and protein. Sitting in her chair, left
arm drawn across her chest and body inadvertently leaning to the right,
she was almost bird-like, a tiny sparrow, a newborn sparrow even, skin
flat against petite bones like feathers, eyes big and full of wonder;
waiting, always waiting to be fed and attended to by the mama bird.
That role reversal was, in itself, a huge thing to get used to, but you have
to keep it straight. Your parent is and always will be your parent, and
you will always be her child.
Maybe so, but the change showed itself in multiple ways-the ways
we prepared her food, the ways we bathed and changed her, the ways
we had to watch out for her.
"Sorry, Jama, but you know that's out of the question," I had to say
one day sliding a cigarette from her bony hand. "Where did you get this
from anyway?" I turned the smashed and bent Bellaire over between my
fingers. By the brand, I knew she had gotten it from her no-good drunk
of a husband and stuffed it into her bra when no one was looking. How
she thought she was going to light it and smoke it right there in my
mother's living room, I wasn't sure. I crushed the slender white cigarette
in my fist and folded my arms across my chest. "I see I'm going to have
to keep a close eye on you."
Ever since Jama had been confined to her wheelchair, my mother
and sister and I had made a special effort to be sure she got out and into
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the world as much as possible. Other people in the family seemed to
think her wheelchair made her immovable, like the chair was some ball
and chain that kept her from going out. The chair made things more difficult but not impossible, and it was always worth the effort.
I liked taking her to the movies because it was a quick trip; the theater was up the street from the house, and we could both escape into the
anonymity of the dark auditorium. After rolling past a few gawkersyou would think people had never seen a wheelchair before-I would
park her in a spot near the front and sink down into my seat next to her.
I took her to comedies because I missed hearing her laugh most of all.
Then we would roll out to the car in the beginning, but later when transporting her got to be too much, we would wait for the Transit Plus van
to pick us up.
"You enjoy the movie, Jama?" I asked, my hands squeezing her
shoulders. "Jama, you enjoy the movie?"
She got distracted by the other movie patrons. There were always a
thugged-out boy with big jeans and doo-rag, walking slow and widelegged, and some tight-jeaned, weaved-hair girl following a few steps
behind him like his concubine. It was hard to tell if they were even
together until the uninterested guy would hold the door open behind
him and shoot the gum-popping girl a look that said, "Hurry your ass
up!" There was the whispering, cackling group of teenage girls, hair
slicked down with shiny gel and short ponytails fanned out of multicolored scrunchies. They would be huddling around the side entrance,
pointing and snickering at the rusty, cursing boys inside the glass doors
playing Mortal Kombat and Grand Prix. The usual tired-faced, widehipped woman with fifty-thousand kids, clamoring to some rusted-out,
two-door Chrysler or Chevrolet, would have to snatch one of the wildhaired younguns by the collar and get him to stop staring. Jama would
suck her teeth.
"All them kids," she said, shaking her head.
"Did you like the movie? Chris Rock is a fool, ain't he?" I squeezed
her shoulders again to get her attention. I felt her bones through her
jacket, turtleneck, and skin. They felt strong and solid.
"Uh huh."
Jama wasn't much of a conversationalist anymore. The doctor said
she was battling depression. I could see it in her eyes. She always seemed
sad, even when she was happy-or I thought she was happy. We had

Sheree L . Greer

83

laughed at Chris Rock, big teeth spreading across his skinny, angular
face, long slender fingers pointing at his reflection in a full-length mirror,
as he discovered he had been reincarnated as a rich white man-stocky,
red faced, and white haired. But when I stole a glance at her the scene
changed; she wasn't even looking at the screen. I don't know where she
was looking. I wanted to ask her but didn't.
I figure she's got a lot on her mind, her mind itself probably being
the biggest thing. I assume she's got to be asking herself why she can't
always tell she has to pee or when she'll get a chance to go back to work.
Then, realizing that she doesn't really have an answer to these questions,
she falls into despair, always feeling alone in her confusion, solitary in
her struggle to understand where and why and how.
"You know that girl from the movie used to play on 227? You
remember 22 7?" I lean over her shoulder and speak directly into her ear.
"With that old lady Pearl that used to sit in the window, 'Saaaaaaandra'
always flouncing around in those tight V-neck sweaters? She was pretty
sexy, huh? Florence from The Jeffersons, right? It was like a spin-off." I
rubbed her shoulder in thought. "And of course the husband. I can't
think of his name, but he looked like a pound puppy, face all wrinkly
and eyes big and wide like he was begging for something."
The white Transit Plus van pulls into the parking lot and rolls over
to us. I'm relieved, not only because the conversation was going
nowhere, but because I could stand back as the driver rolled Jama onto
the flat, mechanical platform and pressed the red button to lift her chair
up and into the back of the van. He would thread a series of belts
through her large wheels, sling one across her lap, and hook a few
clamps to the bars running under her. It was all very automatic, very ..
. Transformeresque.
Optimus Prime.
My grandmother was no longer the long-legged, fast talking and
faster walking Jama that I used to spend the night with. She was short
and had wide, big wheels with silver spokes attached to the sides of her
body. Hard, metal braces with blue pads, squeaking hinges, and clicking
parts coupled with polyester pants made up her legs. Her hips were
enclosed by straight silver panels with armrests that could swing in and
out so she could get close to the dinner table. Her back was pushed
against the blue vinyl sheet of the lumbar support. She had plastic handles growing out of her shoulders that you could clutch and use to steer
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her this way and that. There were levers coming out of the sides of her
knees; black rubber-tipped levers with a flat steel bar that pressed
against the thin black tread of her wheels to bring her to a halt and hold
her in place.
Watching as the mechanical platform scooped Jama up, I realized
that she was warm flesh, smooth skin, cold metal and plastic. Like some
futuristic machine, my grandmother had taken on this robotic frame
and it had become part of her life, an extension of her body. And just as
much as it gave her freedom to move about- "Freedom is the right of
all sentient beings"-to be included and be mobile, it also held her captive to movements and processes that were not her own. The driver
rolled her into the van, and I climbed into the passenger seat. I twisted
my body and watched as the guy in the gray work jacket, his ashy
knuckles buckling and clamping my grandmother in place. She had no
control. She was acted upon. She was an Autobot battling a Decepticon
that was the hardness and unrelenting strangeness of her new life.
My sister Tiffany had called me, her voice shaky and tired. I had
dropped her and my mother off about an hour and a half ago, and I was
already a third of the way into my bottle of Bacardi.
"What's up? Where's Mama?" I asked. I poured Bacardi into my
glass, then placed the bottle hard and loud on my dining table.
"She's in the tub. She's been in there for a while, but I ain't gonna
bother her."
"That's good," I said. She sighed. I drained my glass. "What's
wrong?"
She blew another forceful breath into the receiver. "Uncle Bill just
hung up on me," she said. I imagined her face as she spoke, her voice
had trembled all day, and the soft roundness of her face had given way
to a muted oldness, a tiredness that was out of place in her usually
playful eyes. "He asked to speak to Mama; I told him she wasn't taking
any calls, and he snapped on me."
"What? What the fuck did he say?" I sat down in one of the dining
room chairs. I refilled my glass with rum and drank it down fast.
"He was, like, 'Do you know who this is?' And I was, like, 'Yeah, but
she isn't taking any calls,' and he was, like, 'When I call to speak to my
niece about my sister, you give her the phone.' You know how he is,
Sheree, talking to everybody like they little kids." Tiffany smacked her
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lips against her teeth. "I don't care who he is or who called. Mama ain't
taking any calls."
"Did you say that?" I stood up.
"Not those words," she said. Her voice was breaking. She was upset.
Annoyed. Sad. We all were. "I just told him that he would have to call
back later. And that's ... that's when he hung up on me." She started
crying softly, fighting it. She didn't want to, not over that, not over him.
"Fuck him," I said. "You did right. Mama shouldn't be taking any
calls." I spun around and knelt in front of the wooden shelves built into
the wall in my dining room. I ran my fingers up and down column after
column of CDs. My index finger stopped at Linkin Park. "Stop crying,
all right? Just go wash your face and lie down, or call one of your
friends, or watch a movie."
"I don't feel like doing anything." Tiffany sniffled. "I'm gonna wait
until Mama gets out of the tub and see if she needs anything. Then, I'll
probably go to sleep. I just ... "
"Don't worry about that fuckin' asshole. I'll call him." I sprang up
from the floor and grabbed my glass. I took a sip and sucked in a piece
of ice; I crunched it between my teeth and swallowed the jagged pieces
hard, wincing. "If that muthafucka wants to know what's going on, he
can ask me. Everyone better leave Mama alone. You just get some rest,
OK?"
"OK," Tiffany said. "I love you," she added with a softness in her
voice that seemed foreign to my current sensibilities.
"I love you, too," I said, returning the sentiment. I didn't exactly
match her tenderness but I meant it more than the tone or inflection or
mood could ever indicate.
I stared out the window across from my dining-room table. There
was an overturned picnic table on the lawn across the street, a reminder
that when the "frat boys" partied, they partied. The phone I held to my
ear was warm. I was sweating. The phone rang twice.
"Hello?" My uncle's voice was even and calm.
"Yeah." I turned and sat on the top of my dining-room table. "You
wanted to talk to my mama?"

"Who is this?" Uncle Bill asked.
"It's me." I stood up. "This is Sheree. Did you hang up on my sister?"
"No," he said, "I asked to speak with my niece." His tone was irri-
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tatingly gentle and calm, the evidence of his years in Tennessee making
his syllables ooze like honey. "She wouldn't give Pam the phone. I have
some questions, and Yvonne and I want to speak with Pam."
To hear him was to see him: caramel complexion, thick moustache,
shiny forehead, and used-car salesman smile. I pictured him, sitting in
that one overstuffed leather easy chair in his living room. He had probably been watching some lame-ass financial planning show on CNN or
something when I called. His feet up, the house quiet since his wife and
son are rarely home; I saw him with this smug look on his face, like
maybe he was even amused by me.
"My mother isn't taking any calls. If you got something to say, you
can say it to me." I refilled my glass with rum, the nearly melted discs of
ice dancing against one another with clinks and clacks.
"I want to speak with Pam."
My lips, wet with Bacardi and aching from the nervous biting I had
done all day, trembled as I spoke. "And I'm telling you that she isn't
taking any calls. We had an intense day today. Jama had her surgery and
we were at the hospital all day. My mother is tired and not feeling the
best and ain't taking no calls. Now, if you got questions, you can ask
me."
I walked over to the stereo and loaded the carousel with the Linkin
Park CD and grabbed the remote from the top of the left speaker.
"Hello? Hello?" I raised my voice. "Helllllooooo?"
"I'm here." Uncle Bill cleared his throat. "I don't know what y'all are
doing up there, but I want to know what kind of care Yvonne is
receiving that she had to get an amputation. If she isn't receiving the
proper care or ... I just want to know how things got to the point where
my sister needed this surgery. How did things get so bad?"
I stepped carefully over to my drink, my knees feeling weak, and
took a sip, trying to calm down, determined not to fly off the handle.
"How did things get so bad?" I set my drink down so hard on the
table; rum sloshed over my fingers. "First of all, you don't know the first
thing about what we do up here. And if you are so concerned about it,
why the hell aren't you here?"
"I beg your pardon?" Uncle Bill cleared his throat. He waited, giving
me time to remember who I was talking to, I supposed, then began
again, "If my sister isn't receiving the proper care ..."
I cut him off at the knees. "You don't give a damn about your sister
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... you don't give a damn about Jama; if you did you'd be here. You
would fuckin' be here." My thick, pain-stricken voice exploded into the
receiver and grabbed my uncle around his throat. I shook him right
where he stood, all the say down to Memphis, fire from the North setting the South ablaze.
"Excuse me?" he said. "What did you just say?"
"You heard me, man." I licked Bacardi off my hand and wiped my
hand on my pants. "Jama is getting more than proper care. We are doing
any and everything we can. What the hell are you doing? Nothing. Ain't
none of y'all doing a goddamn thing. And you want to call up here with
questions. Get the hell out of here. Not a single one of y'all know anything about Jama's condition, about her care, about what it takes. You
don't even fucking care to know. If you did ..."
Uncle Bill hung up on me.
I stared at the phone, then placed it on the table. I picked up my
bottle and the remote, pressed play and walked into the large living area
of my studio. I collapsed in the middle of the floor and planted my bottle
between my legs like a tree.
Vikki has never kept the cleanest of homes. Her apartment, nearly
on the USF campus, is a cozy, two-floor set-up with the seemingly
Florida standard of two bathrooms. Her apartment is always hot, the
Gulf of Mexico humidity taking residence alongside her, her two daughters, and three grandchildren. The living room is cluttered with toys and
plates and forks and clothes. Plastic cups with sticky rims and bottoms
are set on the counters, on the tabletops, and even in the bathroom. To
sit in her apartment is to sit in a whirlwind of screaming toddlers,
blaring televisions and stereos, and uncomfortable heat; like sitting
inside someone's mouth-and the mouth is filled with Pop Rocks. If you
can manage to ignore the kids fighting over naked Barbie dolls, Judge
who-the-hell-cares snapping at some idiot suing for a whopping $325
on the television, and irritating rap songs calling for bitches and hos to
get down on the flo', on the flo', then you concentrate on trying to keep
from sweating.
Though the apartment was a mess and you really didn't want to eat
anything she'd prepared in the den of crumbs and crusty plates that she
calls a kitchen, you couldn't deny that something smelled good. What
smelled good this particular day were the chicken and beef ribs Vikki
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grilled in honor of my visit. The still-smoking meat was piled up in two
separate pans and smelled of mesquite and honey and fire. I knew that
once I had a few barbequed ribs and maybe a grill-blackened leg from
those pans, I'd be cool. I'd relax. I ate good, figuring that the fire from
the Weber killed whatever micro-organisms may have attached themselves to the meat during the preparation process. I ate a small scoop of
baked beans, but I had to eat outside, lest I looked around the kitchen
and got nauseated.
With food and family come good times, or so I had hoped. I was sitting outside with my cousin Brittny, Aunt Vikki, and my mother when
the conversation took a turn for the worse. We had been talking about
my time in Chicago so far, what I was thinking about doing after since
time was flying by so quickly, and of course, life when we were all in
Milwaukee. The Brew City reminiscing gave way to bitter feelings about
being there and taking care of my grandmother without any help.
"Moving to Florida was supposed to be my escape," my mother
said. She sipped the Chianti I brought her. She was sitting next to Vikki
on a wooden and wrought iron bench on the small slab of concrete that
was supposed to pass for a porch. Vikki stared down into her glass of
Rhine wine. Since she's moved to Florida, Vikki has become a sort of
cheap wine connoisseur.
"And I felt so bad about not taking Mama at first," my mother continued, "but I'm glad she's here now. So I can spend time with her." My
mother turned to Vikki. "You should visit her more, though. Sometimes
when I can't make it, it would still be nice for her to have some other
visitors."
"Mama, why don't you visit Jama?" Brittny asks her mother. I think
she was instigating, but I wasn't sure. It's definitely her nature; a drama
queen from day one. I still remember when we were kids; she had
screamed and howled up and down Cherry Street that I broke her toe.
Was it my fault she landed wrong after jumping off the top step of
Jama's porch? I might have dared her to jump, but I had nothing to do
with whether or not she stuck her landing.
Vikki didn't answer. Everyone was waiting. She continued staring at
her cup. Crickets chirped, filling the air with that lonely, wounded sound
that always makes me think of being lost and abandoned in the middle
of nowhere.
"Huh, Mama?" Brittny pressed.
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"She ain't going to say anything, Brittny," my mother said. She
drank some from her glass slowly. "I ask her, too, and she never has anything to say."
"Whatever," Vikki said. She drained her cup and looked at Brittny.
"I work and go to church and I get out there when I can ..."
I was holding my tongue. Literally. I was holding my tongue between
my teeth, clamping down to keep myself preoccupied.
"Oh, Vikki, don't go into that. Like we don't all have things to do
and . . ." my mother started but didn't finish. I was still holding my
tongue, pressing harder and harder. It was beginning to hurt.
"You always talking about Mother like you did so much." Vikki set
her cup down on the ground between her ashy feet. "Y'all always act
like y'all life changed so much."
My throat instantly tightened and I felt a lump forming. My eyes
burned and I had to release my tongue or else I would have bitten it off.
I stood up. It felt slow, but I had gotten up so fast the plastic chair I was
sitting in wobbled a little.
"What did you just say?" I asked staring down at my aunt. She
grabbed her cup and stood up.
"I said y'all always talking about how much y'all life changed. I get
tired of hearing about what y'all did. It wasn't all that."
"How in the hell can you say that? I can't believe you just said that!"
I was standing face-to-face with her. I felt the heat from the grill, the
embers slowly fading out, coals going all soft and white, on the back of
my neck. Brittny's drama-hungry eyes drilled into the side of my face.
"What do you know? You weren't there to do anything!" My voice was
rushing out of my lips hard and unpredictable like falling rocks. "We
had to do everything! We sacrificed our whole way of life and we
couldn't count on ..." My mother touched my shoulder.
"You better get out of my face, girl," Vikki said, not even looking at me.
I was looking at her. My chest was heaving and my fists were
clenched at my sides. I held them low and close to my thighs, like a
secret. I wanted my fists to be a surprise when I brought them up to meet
my aunt's face.
"Sheree, go in the house." My mother pushed me a little bit, a delicate urging. "Brittny, take your cousin in the house."
Brittny got up and opened the door to the apartment. I looked at my
mother, my mouth drawn down in disappointment that she wouldn't let
me clean her sister's clock, but my eyes sending her a message: "If she
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upsets you, I will come out here to beat her ass like the selfish bitch she
is. You know I'll do it, Mama. Just say the word.'' My mother nodded at
me and I went into the house.
My mother and her sister had a good talk while I was in the house,
and when we left, my mother made me give my aunt a hug. I've hugged
strangers more readily. My mother was silent during the drive home,
and I was thankful. I didn't feel like talking, because the lump was still
there and any conversation about the night or what Vikki had said
would pierce it and I'd cry. And I knew that once I started crying, I
wouldn't be able to stop, because I'd be crying about all the shit. Tears
from years ago that should've long since dried up would overflow and
flood my eyes with tears from that very night, the old tears partnering
with the new ones. Then I'd cry over being double-teamed, sob for
bawling like a baby at twenty-five years old. My vision blurry and body
trembling, I might've sent the car to swerving over the concrete side of
the Howard Franklin Bridge, plunging both of us into Tampa Bay.
I slide my arms around my grandmother, ignoring the burning in my
back and calves and biceps. I lift her up and out of her chair. Her naked
body is warm and soft and heavy; I think of how much I miss hugging
her. Hugs between us have changed since the stroke, since the amputation, since the wheelchair. They are no longer simple embraces, but
hunched-over gestures where plastic and metal and handles and wheels
create distance. I swing her on her good leg and her nails dig into my
back.
"I've got you, Jama, I've got you," I say. And I wonder if she can feel
me trembling against her weight. I stiffen, my bones made of iron and
blood like mercury, and sit her on the gray plastic shower chair. She
clutches the sides and I see she's tense. I'm tired and aching, but my job
has just begun. I push Jama's wheelchair backwards toward the door of
the long bathroom. The room is as narrow as a hallway, the toilet and
small bathtub like afterthoughts against the double vanity, wooden cabinets and pale, rose colored walls.
I turn on the water. It spurts out of the handheld showerhead and I test
it on the back of my hand before spraying it on my grandmother's ankle.
"Is that OK? Is it too hot? Too cold?" I could never remember to ask
her one question at a time. "Is the water warm enough?"
Jama nods, her brown eyes trusting and bright. They contradict the
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rest of her face. Her cheeks are shiny, and her thin lips are pulled tight
across her round face in a straight, thin line. Her left arm is drawn
across her flat yellow breasts, and her right arm clutches the side of the
shower chair desperately. Her body is shaking. She's holding herself
tight-nervous, hesitant, afraid.
I begin to hum as I rinse her skin. I lean over the rim of the tub as I
spray. The bottom of my feet knock against the cabinets beneath the
sink behind me as I reach over. I massage her skin as I rinse and can feel
her muscles hard, tendons stretched taunt, and goosepimples against my
fingertips. I look into her eyes and start to sing.
"Papa was a rolling stone, wherever he laid his hat was his home ..."
I sing the song slower than it really goes. I time it with the soft circles I
make with my hand, lathering her leg and stump and thighs with the
yellow bar of Dial.
"And when he died," Jama chimes in, her voice cracking-it's low,
scratchy, and ancient like an old record-"all he left us was alone."
I smile at her and she smiles back. Her chubby cheeks rise towards
her eyes and she looks like a cherub. I continue washing her; first with
the Dial, then follow up with the silky, pink Caress. I never imagined
having to bathe my grandmother. Rubbing soap across her breasts and
shoulders and asking her, timidly at first, to open her legs for me always
seems intrusive, no matter how many times I do it.
"A little bit wider, Jama," I ask. I'm almost embarrassed. And I
wonder why I would be-this intrusion, this otherwise indignity is not
mine to claim.
She opens her legs and I smell her. I wash her most private part
gently. This is where my mother came from. This is where we all come
from. My grandmother's humanity, power, and significance threaten to
blow up the bathroom.
Late-night movies and popcorn, plastic-covered furniture, soaking
greens, polyester pantsuits, and the shiny gold outlining that one tooth
in her dentures. (She only wears the upper.) She called me Skinny Minny.
Pancakes and eggs at George Webb's, Icees and coloring books and
crossword puzzles; Popsicles, and her tiny, tiny writing at the bottom of
a birthday card. The ticking brass alarm clock and the way she warmed
my feet when I slept with her. Her laugh. The way she said, "sheeeee-it."
As the water thins out the suds, the dirt and tension rolling down the
drain, past becomes present, flows into one thing. It is all one thing, the
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right thing, the only thing. I didn't know it before and a lot of times I
forget, but sometimes this one thing, this right thing, this only true thing
becomes so real it clouds out everything else; there is nothing else.
Loving my grandmother is an understatement. It's skin on skin, mine
against hers, fuck powder-free latex gloves. It's the worst smell, the
grossest realization, when shit overruns her Depends and messes the
bed. When I gather it all up, it gets on me but I can't care. It's the hard
things. It's the blood. The lancet snaps when the trigger is pushed. The
small sharp point pierces her bruised fingertip and a drop of blood
comes forth, a drop squeezed onto a square sensor, digital numbers
flashing. The needle pushes into a thick pinch of stomach flesh; insulin
surges into the skin as my thumb presses the plunger. She doesn't say
anything, but sometimes she winces. I'm sorry. It's the terms and the
meetings and the doctor-speak: hypertension, hyperglycemia,
retinopathy, nephropathy. It's calling it what it is: high blood pressure,
high insulin levels, blindness, and kidney failure. It's the time before the
sun rises, when it's dark and cold and quiet and you can't sleep. It's the
listening-soft moans and nightmares. There aren't any rats in the bed.
See? She's still skeptical. It's the gripping, her nails in the skin, holding
on, digging in, like claws-talons on a prehistoric bird, a pterodactyl
even, clutching and afraid, unsure and close to extinction. I will not let
her fall. I will never let her fall. It's the pain that shoots, radiates, throbs,
and tingles in hands, wrists, back, and thighs. It's knots of muscle that
scream in the night, echoes of lifting and shifting and bending. It's
crossing boundaries. It's nakedness and easing legs open, timidly but
without shame, one hopes, and the essence of vulnerability. This is
where my mother came from. It's past and present and future.
I rinse my grandmother's body, still kneeling, water splashing off her
skin and splattering across my face and hair. I stand up slowly, my knees
almost numb; my feet are tingling because they've nearly fallen asleep. I
turn off the water and my grandmother opens her eyes; I smile at her
and she smiles back.
"You feelin' good?" I ask.
She nods, then shivers. I grab a towel and start to dry her skin. It's
soft from the Caress and smells like flowers and berries and forever.
I stood there in my aunt Vikki's sweatbox of a kitchen. My skin
crawled, not for the usual reasons, either. Any other time my skin would
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crawl at the filth of her crumb-covered table, the stinking sink overflowing with dishes, caked with dried, brownish red ketchup, and of
course, that floor, that sticky, food-crumb-covere d, grease-splattered,
Kool-Aid-stained floor. But that time, my skin tingled and itched with
something else. It was being infected by tiny little bugs with hard black
shell bodies and tiny, sharp feet that pierced my skin with each step,
their beady eyes slits in triangular faces accented by metallic fangs.
Anger as a living organism. Rage as an insect. All over me. Biting,
crawling and clawing, tearing and eating into the very core of me.
It was Sunday around seven in the evening, and I had just gotten
home from a study group. Tired and already dreading having to get
Jama in bed just to get her up and ready in the morning, I called my
Aunt Vikki to pick my grandmother up and bring her home. Just like
every other Sunday, Jama had spent the day with her good-for-nothing
bastard of a husband. He lived casually and carefree in the house my
grandmother bought, no more than five minutes from my aunt's place.
"Think you could pick Jama up for me and bring her home?" I
asked. The kitchen smelled like Sunday dinner, my mother's roast beef
and potatoes.
"Oh, no," Aunt Vikki said. "I'm cooking my dinner and I've got to
get to church in half an hour."
"Your church is on this side of town, so you could pick her up on
your way." My eyes started stinging because I already knew. "I'd really
appreciate it."
"I'm sorry, girl. I've got to finish this dinner before I leave and I'm
already going to be rushing."
"Fine." I hung up. My mother looked at me from the stove.
"Vikki bringing Mama?" my mother asked. Since we started taking
care of Jama, she sometimes just called her Mama like we were sisters,
and sometimes it sort of felt like we were.
I didn't answer. I just swiped my keys off the counter and stormed
out the back door. I drove the twenty-five minutes to the house to pick
up Jama, exchanging small pleasantries with the mean, surly old man I
used to call "Granddaddy." I slowly found myself falling into the habit
of addressing him by his name, knowingly disposing of the term of

respect and endearment. I packed Jama up, got her into the car with
more familiarity than struggle, though there was tons of struggle, and
drove us home. I asked my sister to get her ready for bed and on feet
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that burned with each step I found myself back in my car.
I drove to my aunt's house. I was a kamikaze on autopilot. I was a
heat-seeking missile. I was poised for destruction.
When I got to her house, I bounded up the cracked, split, uneven
wooden steps and exploded into my aunt's living room. I crashed into
the swinging kitchen door and stood before her as she drained steaming
spaghetti over the sink. I wanted to grab her by the neck and throttle
her, cursing and spitting and crying. I didn't do those things and knew I
couldn't, really. I could barely find my voice. My hands trembled at my
sides, and I remember my fingers aching and my nails digging into the
meat of my palms. It hurt to make fists so tight, hurt like hell, but not
as much as the tiny sideways smirk her mouth held.
"I asked you to do one thing." My chest heaved. "I asked you to do
one simple thing-pick your mother up and bring her on your way. It's
on your way!"
"Girl, I done told you. I've got . . ." Aunt Vikki poured the soft
spaghetti noodles from the strainer back into the big metal pot with the
blackened bottom.
"You've got what? Church? You go to church all the time. You make
time for church, but can't make time for your mother?" My voice was
cracking. I didn't want to cry. I refused to cry in front of her. I couldn't
let her have the satisfaction, and somehow I felt like that was what it
would be for her.
She looked at me blankly. Silently. Unmoved. She sighed, then stirred
a black pot of meat sauce.
"I can't believe you're so selfish." My body deflated, but I still felt
burning acid coursing through my veins.
The bubble of meat sauce. The scrape of the metal spoon on the
bottom of the pot. The bang of the spoon against the rim of the pot
before my aunt set the spoon down. She leaned on the sink and looked
at me unimpressed, her eyes asking me if I was done.
I felt my chest fill again, and it hurt, my ribs made of barbed wire. I
might be mistaken, but my aunt seemed to hold her breath then. Perhaps
a sense of Christian discernment knew that I was becoming pure evil,
wrath and hatred turning me into something else. Maybe she could see
in my eyes the way I struggled to keep my fists at my side, fought to keep
my muscles tense and far away from any action that would consequently leave her laid out on the floor, that steaming spaghetti all over
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her face and chest when she gained consciousness. I backed up slowly
and stumbled out of her house blinking back tears that burned like
lemon juice in the corners of my eyes.
When I returned home, I pulled into the driveway and sat in the
gasoline-scented darkness crying and banging my forehead on the
steering wheel of my Pontiac 6000.
He's a fucking coward. He's a tall, lanky, stuck-in-the-past asshole
who has never lived alone and is consistently out of work. My uncle
Terry is a joke. Dressed in bright royal blue Cross Colour jeans and a
pullover New York Knicks jacket, all throwbacks from a style that died
a decade ago, he came to visit his mother on Saturday afternoon.
I heard him come in and my mother called me upstairs, like she
always did when someone came over to say hello. I came to the top of
the steps and waved.
"Yee-ya!" Terry said. He held his arms out, grinning behind large
mirrored aviators glasses.
I watched my own reflection in the windshield that hid half his face,
his wide nose and goateed mouth the only thing visible. I embraced him
and released him in the same motion.
He grabbed my shoulders. "What's been up, Yee-ya?"
"Nothing." I pulled away and started back to the small area near the
back door. It led down to the finished basement-painted cement floors
and wood paneling-where the family room, bar, laundry room, and my
bedroom were located.
"Damn, girl," he smacked his lips. "You looking good, getting all tall
and ... shit, if I wasn't your uncle ..."
I turned and cut my eyes at him. He laughed and shifted nervously
when my mother came back into the kitchen. I raced down the stairs
muttering, "If you weren't my uncle you wouldn't even know me."
I was resigned to staying downstairs until he left. Overhead I heard
his loud voice talking more to my mother that to Jama, whom he
claimed to have come to see. I closed my room door and turned my
music up. It drowned out the banter and cackles but didn't cover up the
shouts.
"I ain't even here to see you. I'm here trying to talk to Mama," Terry
boomed.
Jama sat at the head of the dining-room table, half eating and
craning her neck to watch Lifetime on the television in the living room.
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She was unaffected, a side-effect of the antidepressants the doctor had
prescribed for her.
"Get out, Terry," my mother said. "You are not going to disrespect
me in my own house."
"Shut your fat ass up, Pam," I heard my Uncle Terry yell.
"You gotta go!"
I turned up the radio.
"Get the hell out, Terry." My mother's voice was strong and calm,
loud and full.
I heard feet shuffle. I grabbed my Louisville Slugger from behind my
door and raced up the stairs. When I got to the landing. I saw my mother
and her brother squaring off. I pushed between them, gripping the bat.
I looked at my grandmother and she looked at me. I couldn't read her
face. She had no expression at all.
" ... your self-righteous ass and ..." Terry said, pointing a finger in
my mother's face.
"Watch your language in my house with ... Just get out, Terry."
"Ain't nobody gonna stop me from seeing my mother." Terry stepped
closer to my mother and me.
"You're drunk and acting stupid, and I'm not going to have it in my
house." My mother slid the bat out of my hands. I let her.
"Fuck you," Terry said. "Your bitch ass ..."
My hands flew to his collar. I grabbed the cool, nylon-like material
between my fingers and yanked him forward.
"You don't talk to my mother like that," I said. I didn't yell.
"Nobody talks to my mother like that."
He started to say something-maybe he did, but I didn't hear him.
My hands cinched the collar of his bright blue and orange coat, as I met
my own face in his mirrored shades. My face was stretched wide and
distorted, teeth bared and eyes wild. I pushed him. I pushed him hard.
His feet stumbled backwards, pedaling to keep him balanced. I slammed
him against the screen door. His skinny ass pressed against the black
handle and the door gave. In a hefty thrust, I sent him falling back, onto
the grass and cement beside the red fence that sectioned off our house
from the neighbors.
I turned, not even waiting for him to get up. I slammed the door
closed and went back downstairs without saying a word.
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When Thinking About Corners
J. S. Gordon

WE WERE
seventyby
older
he's
other;
the
lifted out of our mother one right after
eight seconds. We grew up in the same house but have never shared a
meal. Nicholas and Jeremy. My dad wanted to name us Elvis and Duke.
We came home during the 1984 Summer Olympics. Manhattan was
baking, the States were winning, and my parents hardly left their apartment. They made shirts for us-"I'm not Nicholas" and "I'm not
Jeremy." When we were three, they thought Nicky was deaf. He was so
somber compared to my glibness.
Picture these two redheaded toddlers in the living room of their
apartment in New York: one is picnicking with Big Bird and a blue monster, laughing and serving plastic sandwiches; the other is facing the
corner, meticulously lining up Matchbox cars end to end. There is a picture of us taken in a studio where we are sitting next to each other
against a brown background. I am pointing at the camera, locked midphrase, as the story would later be retold, telling the photographer what
to do. Nicky is by my side, eyeing the viewer with a foggy appraisal.
Nicky's face has always been serious-big eyebrows beneath a stern
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TWIN BROTHER A D

J . S. Gordon

I HAVE

NEVER SPOKEN TO EACH OTHER.

forehead and brown depths for eyes. Eye contact was rare but electrifying; once you met his eyes, you knew him.
At school and within the family, he is Nicky, but when talking about
him in conversation, I have taken to referring to him as Nick. I imagine
that if things had been different, at twenty-two he would be Nick. But I
don't know. He is a man-someone has to shave him, bathe him so he
doesn't smell. The name Nicky is too clean and puerile; it evokes the
image of a child who doesn't exist. "Nicky" alludes to school buses and
playgrounds and teachers' notes, not neurological reports or pharmaceutical cocktails that both sedate and enliven.
We got bunk beds for our fourth birthday. By this time Nicky's
hearing tests had all returned normal and healthy, so he could hear us
but couldn't speak. He made noise. He whirred and shrieked and
howled, sputtered raw vocalizations that never refined into language.
This is clinically defined as "stereotypic, repetitive language," but to me
it's noise. Loud, endless noise.
He's autistic. An umbrella term for a spectrum of disorders that
inhibit social and communication skills, autism is marked by an absence
of spontaneous or reciprocal personal interaction; an obsessive interest
in objects or their parts; and mannerisms such as arm-flailing, repetitive
rocking, or twitch-like jerks. It is unclear how autism develops, but the
population of autistics is growing. Something, somewhere, is causing it.
One theory proposes it is an allergic reaction to the small levels of mercury in certain vaccinations. Another points to genetically weakened
livers, initiating a toxin overload that corrupts the nervous system. The
more you read about it, the more it seems that it could be anything that
silenced him. Nick is sealed up inside a world all his own.
We learned to read him, stared as he stared back at us, unblinking,
until his wild array of flapping gestures was deciphered. When he
howled or started banging his arms against the couch, he was hungry.
When he stomped on the floor until we shook, he was tired. When he
screeched and sprinted from one end of the house to the other, he needed
to go to the bathroom. When he disappeared, softly talking to himself,
rattling off the names of television shows or album track listings, he had
probably shit his pants.
Or when he laughed or smiled, you swore that he had caught a bit
of that last conversation. A boy with an unclouded face for a hair of a
second, and suddenly you could remember he was your brother. He was
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always a blur of movement, rocking in chairs, spinning and pacing
without stopping to sleep. We lived around him. We tunneled through
all his noise and his music-he always needed music playing, loud,
vibrations to numb his senses, and we buried ourselves in corners or the
basement.
We moved to New Jersey, and Nicky started attending a school for
children with behavioral disorders. I think that now he would never
have ended up there. It was a fine school, but autism is dealt with differently now. Treatment is more adaptive to an individual's strengths,
more attuned to one's acute sensory perception. In the early nineties, he
transferred to a school focused only on autistic students. In his classes
he learned to identify emotions by associating a label, "mad," "sad,"
"happy," with its corresponding smiley face or frowning face or face
dotted with perfect little teardrops. We gave his teacher pictures of us so
he could learn our names from flashcards. I have no idea what anyone
thought he was learning. Even now, if you ask him how old he is, he
says, "twelve," because that is how old he was when he learned that that
response was the right answer.
For a while he used a talking machine, a fat box covered with rows
of buttons he could press to tell someone he was thirsty or in pain or sad
or mad or happy, each little hieroglyphic supposedly helping to unlock
his mind. The smiley faces, the thick line drawings of a toothbrush or a
Band-Aid-it is a culture of cartoon and icon, all black and white and
stick figure. If a machine can actually broach Nick's mind and convince
him that we are made of ovals, right angles, and squares, that the infinite rush of stimuli and emotion can be understood-confined-by a
matrix of buttons, then he is reduced to a lexicon of dependence and
infancy. How can we shame his pleading bewilderment?
His school, his doctors, the specialists, and the theories-none of
them really work or matter, even. Giving Nick words would not take
away his autism: he would still speak a different language. And so it is
that I understand Nicky from proximity, feel the heat of his skin and the
pounding in his chest to know he is alive. It has always been our proximity that binds us. I was right there next to him in the womb.
August 21, 1999, was an anonymous night by any standard but one
that left me irreversibly altered. Nicholas was in the throes of puberty,
and raging. The music had been turned up and he was sweaty and
aggressive at every turn, mean as though he knew he was caged. It was
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a Friday night, and my parents were out somewhere. Nicky was in the
living room, and I was in the basement ignoring the booming bass line
and pounding footsteps above me. I don't remember what it was that
triggered my presence in the living room with him, but I went upstairs
and told him to be quiet. Maybe I wanted to go to bed, maybe I tried to
turn down the stereo, maybe he came to the top of the stairs and asked
me for soda. I don't know, but I was in that living room and we were
fighting. He was scratching me to pieces and trying to bite me when I
blocked him successfully.
His school had developed a "take down" procedure, a method of
restraining him, providing him with a forceful, overwhelming sense of
security that required crossing his arms over his chest, or pinning them
down against his sides, and laying him on a mat on his stomach, straddling his back, and holding him down in a hug. The hardest part was
getting him down; I used all my weight to get him to his knees, then
sheer momentum to lock him down on the living room floor.
He thrashed his legs against my back and strained to head-butt me.
His spit and his tears pooled dark on the blue nylon mat that was
always ready in the living room. I tasted his sweat and heard his lungs
pumping out breath. He was wailing; I was sobbing, begging him to
stop. Finally, he broke; the tidewater receded and his whole being went
limp. I peeled myself from him and stood up, my whole front soaked
with his sweat. He was so little, spread out on the floor, his body all
bony and taut. I sealed myself up in my room and wept. His blood is my
blood. Forever I will be on top of him, holding him down, pushing with
all my might so he knows I am there.
In my diary that night I proclaimed I hate him but I love him more
than I will ever know.
He started medication soon after that night, alternating between
weeks of doped sluggishness and painful withdrawal when the doses
changed, until some fair balance was struck: a middle ground that
allowed all of us still to be human. All that turmoil seems so far away
now. The memory of his life, our lives, has been so eroded that only the
routines remain. On Sundays Mom takes him to the library; in the
morning he receives 1.5 milligrams more of Risperdal than at night.
There's no way to know if any of us are any different in his eyes than
the furniture. We could easily be just shapes and silhouettes that morph
throughout the day and feed him, or bathe him, or cart him off to
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school. We might as well be objects, big, dull, inanimate things, impervious to being trampled on or drowned out, just as he might as well be
an object to us, one in need of constant tending and dusting, like some
fragile vase or figurine.
His violence is painful but his moments of quiet hurt even more:
when you are watching TV and he just curls up next to you, or when he
sleeps on the couch and walking by you see him half open his eyes, then
doze back to sleep-all those times when if you had just waited, he
might have finally turned to you and spoken.
"Hello."
"Hey."
"How are you?"
"Me? I'm good. You?"
"I've never been better. Thanks for asking."
"Sure is raining pretty hard, huh?"
"Yeah. They say it is going to be even worse tomorrow."
"Really? That sucks. I was hoping for some sun."
"Want to get something to eat?"
"Sure. Chinese?"
"Yeah. That works."
"OK, great."
That would be the most incredible conversation I could ever have.
My twin brother is loud and noisy yet irrefutably quiet. After a lifetime of mute volition in the dark, I claim to know him based on nothing
but instinct and compassion- but I need to be able to call him my
brother and friend. I am rooted to believing there is more to him than
the sanctity of his life, more than the mere expectation that he will be
kept alive because that is what's right. I need to think that some minute
quality of myself has transcended his disorder and anchored itself within
his being, not because of who I am, but because otherwise he has been
wasted, left alone to rot in his solitude. I hope that something has been
shared between us.
I am in bed sharing a cigarette with my boyfriend, the boyfriend
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whose mother wants to take us on a cruise to Alaska. He came over
tonight and watched me do laundry. He told me I have too many pairs
of pants. Actually, he said, "Jesus, you have a lot of pants." I laughed,
making a mental note never to let him see all of my shoes in one place.
He ran lines for his performance that opens tomorrow. The show is
about HIV/AIDS. I read Baldwin and Hollingquist. Fuck, Minnie Bruce
Bratt is tucked next to the toilet in the bathroom. I just picked up
Akerley's autobiography about his father. I go out to lunch for sushi by
myself. I wear ties to bars. I debate buying a bowtie in tribute to Truman
Capote. I write in green ink. It was Halloween this week and I went to
Boystown dressed up as Joan Crawford. I wear size twelve in women's.
I know about cheese and wine and dark chocolate and espresso, and I
talk about these things with people who care about them. I tell you all
this because I want to make it abundantly clear that I am gay. Jeremy
Gordon is a born homosexual.
Now that I've said this, I want to point out something else. My
brother. He's autistic. I write about him a lot and think about him even
more. But the thing I have never been able to do simultaneously is write
about being gay and being his brother, which is weird considering I am
gay and I am his brother. All these moments that I have rehashed, reseen,
committed to the page in the name of self-exploration and the dream of
a book deal are moments experienced by a gay character, by me, but
when I infuse material about my family with my homosexual perspective
I suddenly lose my way. I get caught between portraying him and portraying me. Then I think about how we are twins and maybe that's the
point-to portray him is to portray me, but that's not really it either. The
problem is that maybe his autism and my sexuality are related in a way
I don't really like. I mean, it doesn't seem like too far a leap to look at a
pair of twins where one is gay and the other autistic, and just smirk at
the quality of the gene pool they pulled from. On some level, really, both
of our brains are flawed. Ignoring the fact I am treading towards drawing
a parallel between mental illness and being gay, I am still OK with this
idea because it presents my sexuality as fundamentally natural. I mean,
call it a flaw or call it a strength, we're still talking about my brain.
The dilemma is that I kind of want to talk about nature. I mean,
hear me out-I always told myself from a really early age that I didn't
want kids. Siblings of autistics are 25 percent more likely to have autistic
children. I never wanted my parents' lives. I don't think I am strong
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enough to raise another person like Nicky. So this thing that I keep wondering about and, honestly, am fascinated by, is whether my not wanting
children because of the risks within my DNA kicked my attraction to
men into gear? Some sort of coping mechanism, maybe. I mean, what if
by so adamantly fearing having kids I pushed myself into an identity
that would erase any issue of being able to produce children. It's certainly convenient. I had already freed myself from the heterosexual
model, leaving myself open to seek other options. But to write this way
is to make an argument I don't believe.
This train of thought also leaves me reckoning with the inverse of
my proposal. If seeing Nicky as he is turned me off from having kids,
essentially made me gay, I am saying that if Nicky was "normal" (and
please, please, allow me to use that word here), I would be sitting in bed
with my girlfriend right now. If his brain was clear, mine would be too.
This is how I will always make sense of our two fucked-up brains
floating next to each other in the womb. I had to have been affected by
whatever found him, you know? I mean there was a time when we were
separated by cells nanometers thick, and my being gay, well, it just seems
like all this crazy shit I am thinking might just be true. And that scares
me, because that means I really am in debt to Nick, because being gay
is everything I am.
Because do you know what being gay really is? It has nothing to do
with penises or bottoming or even owning two dozen pairs of shoes. I
am gay all the time. Walking down the street or eating an apple, I am
existing in a gay world. Forget the word gay for a minute; I'm really
talking about something else.
Maybe it's not a gay world I live in, it's just my world. What I'm
trying to get at is the sensation of not feeling male enough sometimes,
but not ever really feeling like a girl either. Those buzzing uncomfortable
moments when I just feel so out of place because I am sitting at a table
of guys who fuck women and though we are not even talking about
girls, I just don't know what to say or how to relate. I feel like some
freak eunuch sometimes. The way I talk, the way straight guys talk to
me, it's the same way they would talk to a girl-at the very least, it isn't
the way they talk to each other. It's strange and shitty sometimes.
So this is what I am struggling with-to get this vague, multigendered stuff on the page. Because I am not writing about coming out or
fucking men; I am writing about my brother, and by extension, about
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me. I guess maybe the problem is that as I dig and dig and dig up all the
tears and sorrow over my brother, I am starting to think I don't really
know myself at all. I am staring at him like a reflection, and he can't give
me a response.
A Sunday morning back in New Jersey is usually a simple affair:
French toast brunch, HBO, and the New York Times until someone calls
and I am convinced to take a shower and get dressed, maybe leave the
house around 4:00 or 5:00. My mother has made French toast every
Sunday for as long as I can remember. It is the one ritual my parents, my
younger brother, and I actually share. When I have returned home to see
them and everything else is awkward and painful and stubborn, that one
meal falls back into place as if I never left, and once the dining room
table is cleared my mother and I will sit down to finish my science project or edit an English paper. We all sit in the same seats, Dad to my left,
Mom to my right, at either end of the table, Chris on the inside against
the wall, and myself directly across from him, on the outside because I
am always the last to the table.
I could smell the cinnamon and butter of the skillet from the basement where I lay half asleep, then a dull thud and my mother screaming
my name. I ran up the stairs two at a time, covers trailing behind me,
still in my underwear. When I threw open the doors at the top of the
stairs and entered the kitchen, I saw Nicky on the floor, eerily malleable.
"Jeremy! He just fell over. Oh, my God! He's shaking. Nicky, honey,
Nicky, wake up!"
His body was convulsing, his lips turning blue, his face gray. On the
floor, next to the cabinets under the sink, he looked like some crumpled
pile of laundry about to be taken downstairs.
"Mom, calm down."
"Jeremy, he's not breathing. Nicky, Nicky, it's OK."
Mom was running her hands over his mouth, across his face. She
was gasping for breath herself as we saw his eyes start to flutter.
I picked up the phone and dialed 911 with a huge lump in my
throat.
"My brother is having a seizure. Please send an ambulance. He's
autistic. I don't know. It could be his new meds. No, he can't tell us anything."
I ran through a hundred different ways of trying to explain that even
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if he wasn't on the floor turning to stone, he wouldn't be able to tell us
anything, anyway, but I couldn't get any more words out and just started
blinking away the fat, hot tears that were streaming down my face,
hoping that I could just remember our address and"Jeremy! He's starting to foam at the mouth. What's happening?
Jeremy! Tell them he's shaking!"
I could hear the ambulance sirens as soon as I hung up the phone.
Nicky peed himself, then started to vomit. Thick, yellow-colored liquid
cascaded across my mother's body and onto the floor. She pulled him up
towards her chest.
"Nicky!"
I called Dad on his cell phone. I don't remember our conversation,
exactly, not the words that we used, anyway. I can still feel the nauseous,
sandpaper feeling of my mouth, and the imperatives-"You need to get
back here now. I'm not going to be able to keep Mom stable for much
longer." I could hear the white noise of the supermarket in the background. I saw him putting the OJ back on the shelf and hanging up his
phone. Careful not to cause alarm but cutting through the lines with
that look he made that could melt steel. My son is not your business. I
saw him in the car, moving through the parking lot with the radio
turned off, wondering what exactly he was coming home to and hoping
that this wasn't the newest procedure, burning hot now, mundane in a
month.
"Dad's coming home ."
The cinnamon smell, even above the vomit and piss smells filling the
kitchen, started to burn. "Mom, I think the toast is burning."
"Jeremy, turn it off!"
Mom was shrill, her face rubbery and moving with a subterranean
volition. Panic. Fear.
Not wanting to let Mom see me cry, I went to get towels out of the
linen closet by the bathroom next to Chris's bedroom. I caught him
standing just behind the archway in the dining room, towels in hand,
unable to move. For all the distance that my moving out had put
between us, for all the conversations I don't know how to have with
him, for the fact that he is a straight jock and, well, I'm just not, in our
locked stare I saw my own terror reflected back at me. This was the fivealarm fire, the moment where there was nothing we could do but beg.
All of us were butting up against this vice grip hurling out at us from
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some abyss that was deep and dark and had been lurking millimeters
below our lives. No matter how buried it had seemed, all it took was one
morning, one seizure, to have it bust out on the surface. We carry Nicky.
Keep him alive and fed. Call him an ambulance. But I could hear a question being whispered in the tone of my voice on the phone with my dad,
a supposition baying in my mother's wails from the kitchen, and
screaming at me from my little brother's bloodshot, tear-filled eyes. We
were suddenly asking, "What for?"
I turned back from Chris and looked past the table already set for
breakfast, the coffee pot steaming itself cold, and saw my brother on the
floor crying into Nicky's fire-colored hair.
Let him live.
Let him die.
Let him live.
Let him die.
"Can I have those?" I asked. He handed me the towels. The ambulance pulled up the driveway, and I gave the towels back to Chris and
went to open the front door. Dad was right behind them, he pulled up
onto the yard and left the driver's door open as he ran up the yard.
These men would not see Nicky before Dad did. The exchange of
power was palpable as soon as my father was in the house. My knees
buckled, my tears overflowed. I disappeared towards the back of the
house and sequestered myself behind a slammed bathroom door. I didn't
see the EMT's try to ask Nicky his name or the looks exchanged and then
explained away as to why this fully grown man was in his mother's arms,
covered in filth. I didn't see him strapped to a stretcher and wheeled out
of the kitchen, leaving long tracks of his vomit across the tile.
Vomiting until my own insides were empty, my forehead against the
cold toilet porcelain, I fell against the side of the bathtub. When my
stomach finally settled, I climbed in. Dirty, much like my face, the
bathtub was streaked with stains of past showers. Water had soaked
through the back of my shirt.
I pictured Nick in the back of the ambulance, still unresponsive, still
rocking in jerky and unnatural movements, being pumped with more
medicine, now meds to counteract meds that were trying to balance the
first meds anyway. Why bother? Who are we saving? Calling 911 was to
save my mother, calling my father was to save me. Nicky, I'm sorry, but
don't come back, succumb, give up, leave, walk out, die. I want you to die.
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Dad had gone in the ambulance and Mom followed him in the car.
I stood in the living room and smirked at the tire tracks in the yard,
knowing that those stripes of brown soil would give the neighbors more
to talk about than my brother's ride to the hospital. The phone rang a
few hours later.
"Jer, it's Mom."
"How is he?"
"He's sleeping. We don't know what's going on, but he's stable. They
are going to keep him here overnight."
"That's good, Mom. That's really good."
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Diagnosing Father
April Newman

I'M WRESTLING TO PUT MY DAD IN A SHOEBOX.

I WANT TO DEMOTE HIM FROM

all the mythology of fatherhood and see him as a man, as something separate from me, and to see me as something other than made up of pieces
of him. I want to put him in a rat cage with other albino, bloodshot-eyed
rats, prick him with needles oozing serum, and make him run in mazes
until I know something "true" about him. I used to think he was a narcissist because of all his grandiose ideas of fortune and instant success,
opal diving in the Yucatan or gold mining in New Mexico. The big
break was always over the horizon and we were on the brink of fortune.
He used to say, "I need more love than regular people," and make us
lean up to kiss his stubbly cheeks on Sunday mornings before he had a
plate of eggs with catsup. But now I'm not entirely sure if I have him
pegged or if he's peg-able at all. He could be a whole other kind of beast,
a shark, or maybe a yeti.
My father is a monolithic man, six feet two inches and, although
now fifty-four and wasting away from congestive heart failure, his hair
is still blond with only slivers of silver. For much of my life he has
seemed unbalanced, legs lean and white as dunes, struggling to hoist up

April

Newman

109

his large torso and massive gut. His gut was always powerful; when
poked it wouldn't sway or jiggle; it was a sandbag tucked into his pants.
Now that he's dying he's the opposite of himself, his belly deflated, his
purple silk shirt hanging loose and open at his chest, all the fluid drained
from everywhere else pooled into those scrawny legs. They are a stranger's
legs, jaundiced in color and swollen to the size of two tree trunks.
When I was growing up my dad seemed dynamic. He did karate
demonstrations in the Kennedy Mall where he kicked apart wood
boards or cement blocks. He said that one time he had balled up his fist
and had a car drive over it-none of his bones broke. It was a Zen concentration thing or something. He liked Japanese foods, exotic foods,
and exotic art, and would do impersonations of Steve Martin dancing
from the "Wild and Crazy Guys" sketch on Saturday Night Live. He
said you didn't have to be in church to pray, that the outdoors was the
best church. When he played the drums he'd stick out his tongue and
bob his head around all over the place.
He came from German and Italian stock; my dad's nose is thin along
the ridge and wide at the bottom. His complexion is fair and freckle-less,
his eyes sharp and the color of amethyst. My mom said that he looked
just like Harrison Ford when they were young, and although I never
really saw it, maybe there was something in his bone structure or carved
chin. Perhaps in the right light, he did.
When I was a kid and my parents were married, we lived on Old
Highway Road. The white stucco house looked like it belonged in
Miami, Florida, instead of Peosta, Iowa: 6,000 square feet with five bedrooms, two living rooms, a pool, a tennis court, and a fish pond with a
paddle boat.
The house was my dad's real baby; he kept a picture of it framed in
his office instead of a family portrait. He hated the picture we had taken
at JC Penney. They had him on a stool and me on a higher stool off to
the left. He kept snaking his hand behind and pinching me in the ribs
during the shots so I would stoop because "men should be taller." He
called our residence the "California House," his dream place, with a
false face that reeked to strangers of gluttonous success and manifest
destiny. I suspect that it was somehow a testament to his dick size.
Inside was different. There were wolf spiders as big as baby fists in
the basement. Once I was sleeping on a daybed in my sister's room when
I glanced up and saw that one had migrated upstairs. It was near my
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bare toes. This spider was so fat that it had rolls and diabetes. It was
slow, heavy with meat, and hairy like an Italian man, clinging to the
comforter by its fangs. I was too petrified to scream, my voice frozen as
if in amber. I didn't even move when my dad came in and started to
spray it with Deep Woods Off.
The house was never what it appeared to be at all. The roof was flat,
architecture appropriate for some other place but not for the Iowa
winter. All the snow collected on the roof until spring when it would
leak inside the house, forming big rust-colored stains on the ceilings.
Dad didn't bother to repair them until we moved, so I always had two
soup pots on my bedroom floor to catch the drips.
The kitchen was the jewel, way too big for our family. All the appliances, fridge, stove, dishwasher, and trash compactor, were a Spanish
olive color. There was an island with a deep sink, and the wood cabinets
were stained dark and felt sticky, especially near the stove. In the center
rested a medieval-looking table that seated ten, although there were only
four of us. It pushed us far apart, sitting in high-back chairs resembling
ancient thrones. Dad insisted on the table, demanded that the seller
include it with the house, so in the end we would sit far apart from one
another as we ate macaroni and cheese with canned tuna fish for dinner.
The table top reminded me of the board game Risk, and we were all
little continents. I was Australia.
Dad had a flair for decor. In the dining room there was an Asianinspired theme, black-lacquered panels with dragons and peacocks
inlaid with faux pearl like you'd find in a Chinese restaurant. The table
was cherry wood with a glass top. He had a giant armoire, also cherry
with intricate designs, tigers and koi pressing out of the wood; the top
of it was rotten and gray from a potted plant that had flooded over but
was never removed.
As I grew up, Dad became less fun and more patriotic, boring, and
racist. He was in line to be vice president at Blue Cross and Blue Shield,
an insurance-slinging sultan, reeling in enough cash so that we could
afford to live in that big house on Old Highway Road. We had four
horses and drove a yellow Jaguar with leather seats and a tape deck.
Two years later, Dad's promotion was given to an African-American guy
named Tony; Dad blamed affirmative action and started talking about
welfare mommas and telling racist jokes. I was thinking, where the hell
did my real dad go? His drumsticks had cracked and were stuffed away

April

Newman

111

in the closet, collecting dust.
I'm not sure why it's so important for me to label and classify my
dad, to categorize his genus and species. But there's this overwhelming
desire for me to find the right manila folder to put him in. Because
somehow I think if there's a file for him, there must be some answers for
me, some form and definition to clear the ambiguous smoke of my
childhood.
My friend Jennifer and I were eating burgers in the Edgewater
Lounge. She's in the habit of bringing a stack of neat cards with definitions of psychological disorders and facts to study for her clinical therapist exam. I took a drag on my cigarette and said, "I think my dad
being a narcissist would explain a thing or two." Jennifer perked up, the
collar on her pink jacket rising with her excitement; she flipped a card
out of the deck to show me the criteria.
"You know, I was thinking of your dad when I first looked at that,"
she smiled, eyes veiled, "but then I saw this one." She tossed a card with
"Antisocial Personality Disorder" on the bar next to her amber glass of
Stella. Traits included failure to conform to social norms with respect to
lawful behaviors, deceitfulness, irritability, and aggressiveness, as indicated by repeated physical fights or assaults.
My mind started to swirl, images of my dad at twelve on the old
family reels, moving erratically, the colors faded to shades of yellow.
He's wearing a coonskin hat like Davy Crockett, and the tail swings
back and forth as he jumps on his brother Tim and begins to pummel
him until they tumble to the ground. Dad grins the whole time he pushes
Tim's head against the grass; my dad, younger, in his lanky form, smiling
big-cheeked like Alfred E. Newman from Mad. Whoever was recording
dropped the camera and it tickered away, filming somebody's stark legs
as they jerked across the yard to pull Dad off his brother. I watched the
film with Dad at his mother Eunice's house. He leaned in as he saw it,
put his hands on his knees before punching me in the shoulder. "Boys
will be boys," he said.
A few years after that was the only time I recall him beating me
senseless. Eunice insisted that everyone has an "I've been beaten senseless" story. In her's, her old man, Elmer, punched her in the mouth so
hard that she says, "I saw stars," eyes wide and somehow reverent, like
the memory of that pain made her swoon, mouth dropping open fifty
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years later.
For me, I heard Dad's footsteps booming from the staircase, moving
closer and closer toward the kitchen.
"What the fuck is going on down here?" he demanded. His bed-head
was sharp and his cowlick stood up. He was hunkered under the door
frame, over six feet tall, but to my eleven-year-old sensibility, he was
eight feet. His face was square, nose bulging like a head of garlic. He
was wearing a pair of old dress slacks and no shirt or socks.
"Oh, Daddy, oh, Daddy," my sister sniffled as she crawled over to
him on her knees. "She hit me, April hit me!" she sobbed. I hadn't hit
her, but that didn't matter. We were loud and woke him up from a nap;
his nostrils were already flaring. When I looked up at him, his pupils
were so big they made his eyes look like a shark's.
I whimpered, "Dad, it wasn't me. Dad, I didn't do anything. She's
making it up, Dad, Dad!"
He took a step closer, jaw grating, his bottom teeth white and
exposed, "What have I told you? Huh?! You never touch your sister!
What the fuck have I told you? You know if you touch your sister, I'll
bust you in the mouth."
He stepped past her; his feet were bare, pale, with high arches. My
back was to the table and I squatted. Then instinct took over. I dashed
straight for him, dove between the side of his body and the door frame.
He couldn't get a good grip on my shirt as I squirmed past. My legs were
all muscle and motion. I thought of running out the front door, but I
could hear him panting behind me. I rushed up the stairs to my bedroom, slammed the door behind me, and locked it with jumbled, unreliable fingers. I put my back to it and felt the vibrations of his fists.
"No one locks a door in my house. In my fuckin' house!" he bellowed into the wood. The door started to feel incredibly thin, a cardboard door, a paper door; I was sweating and rushing my movements.
The room felt like it was the size of a hamster cage; my only option was
the southern wall that held all the windows. One of the windows had a
palm tree shower curtain stapled to the frame, hiding the broken glass
behind. I moved past it and the yelling grew louder. I crouched and
fought with the handle on another window. If I could just get it open, I
could squeeze myself out; I'd only fall one floor and could hide in the
woods and live there forever.
His fists were a drum roll. "Don't fuckin' make me break in this god-
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damn door!" I cranked the window's handle. One kick and the door
behind it bent out and then back in. I knew it wouldn't hold. I stood up,
sprinted toward the frame and began tearing the palm-tree shower curtain away, no longer afraid of the broken glass shards-just Dad. But the
damn curtain clung to the staples, a flag in the wind. His next kick sent
the door buckling; part of the molding around the frame splintered onto
the carpet as the rest hung broken from the wall.
The doorknob was off, exposing the mechanics inside, and I only
had time enough to look up as he was on me and already had a fist of
my hair. He dragged me across the floor toward the closet, my knees
burning over the green carpet, my mind white. He released my hair long
enough to pull the rope attached to the light bulb and lift a wire hanger
from off the rod. My scalp stung and I folded in, my lips to that stringy
carpet, my back bent upward between us. He pulled my shirt up over
my shoulder blades, and a rush of cool air gave me goose bumps. I felt
like a deer in the headlights, a wave of weakness behind my knees before
the hanger came down. And down. And down.
It felt like a strange burn, because before each whack there would be
a wave of coolness-the wind generated from whipping the hanger up
and down-and then it burned again. I didn't scream, I knew better than
that, but everything was leaking out of me. The carpet tasted rough and
salty, with my mouth full of snot.
When it was over, he was still breathing heavily, spit clinging to his
bottom lip. The anger exhausted him and he leaned against the wall to
catch his breath. My back and legs were searing; I could feel my skin
rising, tattooed in heat and pain. I watched him toss the hanger like a
Frisbee across the room and into that broken, palm-tree-covered
window.
"Clean all this shit up," he said, gesturing toward the severed door
frame. "That door better be nailed back up before your mother gets
home. You got one hour. Hear me?" Then he pulled his leg back and
kicked me in the side-hard enough to force out all the wind.
He peered over me with disgust, "I said, hear me?"
I nodded and sat up wheezing, pulling my knees to my chest as he
huffed out of the room. Against the closet, I closed my eyes for a long
time. I thought of the woods outside, of how I could surely live alone
there, could eat black beans out of tin cans or sticks of beef jerky and
never have to see him again; I could be a recluse in the woods and not
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be discovered until my hair was long and gray.
After that happened, I wanted him to hit me more often. During my
childhood there were only a handful of times when he attacked me, but
there was always this charge of energy in our house that he could snap
and pounce at any time. I might say the wrong thing and fuck up and
bring the ceiling down. Years like this, unbearable waiting. A slap across
the mouth or punch to the shoulder was actually a relief. I was always
hoping that he'd get me in the face real good, that my eyes would bleed
through the white, and that it would be so bad there would be no question that it was not discipline but abuse.
Nothing was that clear. He was not entirely a villain, and it was
always something I wrestled with-he wasn't that bad. He took us
camping in the woods and gave my sister and me Indian names like
"Running Wolf," and said God was in the trees. We'd play Pac-Man at
the arcade, and he'd have us sing harmony to Black Sabbath songs on
road trips to Iowa City. And on top of it all he had this great laugh, like
it surprised him every time, slipping over his lips. I felt like a hollow
person wishing he wasn't my dad. He wasn't that bad. He threw surprise
birthdays and cooked turkey on Thanksgiving and took us to karate
movies starring Jean-Claude Van Damme.
When my mother finally left him, I was sixteen years old. She moved
us into a tiny apartment on Hillcrest during a sweltering summer. I
shared a bedroom with my little sister, Jean, a mere three feet between
our white wicker beds. My aunt made matching twin comforters with
burgundy roses for us, to make us feel more at home. But this wasn't
fucking home. My Led Zeppelin tapestry glared at Jean's horse calendar
on the opposing wall; my Doc Martins were toe to toe with a pair of
English riding boots. It was the first time I shared a bedroom, and I was
having a hard time figuring out how I could manage to masturbate.
It was six o'clock in the morning on a Saturday; my sister's bed was
already vacant because she was off to work at the horse barn. I wasn't
hungover, just tired and always a grump in the morning. Mom was slapping the cupboards shut in the bathroom, squeaking the faucets and
running the shower so it would get hot. She ducked her head inside our
room with a toothbrush in her hands.
"Get up and get ready. You need to drop me off at work." Her hair
was thick and shaggy.
I groaned and rolled against the textured wall. It was scratchy on my
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shoulders, so I pulled the burgundy floral comforter up over my head.
Fuck that. Take yourself to work. YouJre the goddamn parent. Why is it
my problem? I pretended to sleep, but all her noises were growing
louder and louder, the screech of the shower curtain against the rings,
the flush of the toilet, the roar of the hair dryer.
At seven o'clock she came in again. I wouldn't look at her; instead I
watched the red numbers on the clock radio.
"Get your ass up and out of bed. Now."
"Take the car yourself. I'm not getting up." I rolled again for effect.
She was stunned for a minute. She walked into the kitchen and
grabbed a can of Diet Coke, tapping it as she returned. Then she came
and stood in the doorway with her arms crossed.
"April, I'm really sick of this ... shit. I really am. Now get up!"
Her voice was high and wild. And something clicked behind my
ears. What could she really do? She could yell and demand and hit me,
but if she did that-I could hit back. And I could rampage. I was a foot
taller and had fifty pounds on her easy. The card house just crumbled. I
felt this sweet power rise from the soles of my feet. I stood up, eyes open
and clear, yanking the dresser drawer so hard that it came all the way
out and tumbled to the floor. I left it there. I snatched a pair of jeans and
thrust my legs in, feeling so much adrenaline I may have managed both
feet at the same time.
I walked right up to her face and peered down. "Take your fucking
self to work." I zipped up my pants. My eyes weren't blinking. It felt like
hair was growing on my back and arms, that my nails jetted out further
from my fingers, that my jaw was made of concrete. I stood there and
breathed in and out through my nose. My heart was fluttering. This was
it. This was it. We were at the end. And I was going to stand up and roar.
I was going to yell out how she was a failure-that she had waited too
damn long to leave, that we were broken.
Mom backed away and wrinkled her face, trying not to cry. She
stepped into the hall, into the living room, over the brown carpeting,
holding her head up and severe. I glided after her, pacing so that there
was only a foot between our faces, the rooms we passed shifting. I
wouldn't take my eyes away, although the living room brightened; the
light reflected from the large, golden-framed mirror that hung across
from the window. It was the giant centerpiece that used to hang in our
old living room when my parents were still married. She stopped moving
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between the glass of the window and the mirror, but it felt like the floor
was still in motion, a groaning treadmill.
She exhaled, forcing her voice to sound even, stretching out a shaky
hand to balance against the green sofa, "You need to take me to work
and then drive over to Grandma's house. I'm not having you here by
yourself all day, smoking dope, doing God knows what."
I butted my chin at her and said, "I'm not taking you to work today.
Are you not listening? Are you a retard? Should I say it again? I'm not
taking you-"
"You are and you will. You will because I said so. Because I'm still
your mother."
"What are you gonna do? You gonna hit me? You want a suggestion? Aim up. Look up here." I shoved out my chest, my shoulders like
cinder blocks, hands fists at my sides.
She pushed away from the couch, backing past the dining room
table close to the door, covered in unopened mail. The walls shifted
behind us like plate tectonics; the carpet grumbled. She crept her hand
behind her lower back and fumbled with the screen door, "You know
what? You make me sick," she spat and took a step outside, then stepped
forward and thrust the door into my shoulder. Her eyes were ink.
"You're just like them. Like your dad. I could strap a little black wig on
you and you'd be just like Eunice! Look at YOU." Then she slammed the
screen shut and stood behind it, glaring and pointing.
And I thought, I have no home. It was suddenly plain. I had only
this, this anger, these cogs in my head, this grating in my throat, my body
morphing into a damn werewolf. I must have gasped or heaved or made
some sort of animal sound, because her face twisted in front of me as if
she were suddenly aware of the difference in our sizes. She was wretched
and disheveled and small, her mascara smeared under her eyes. I looked
away, at the table and the unpaid bills and the empty cans of Diet Coke
and the crusty bowls of SpaghettiOs, and I just wanted her to go, to let
the door close so I could pack my shit and get the fuck out, so no one
would get hurt anymore. But instead she barged back inside the door,
smashing into the plaster of the wall. She screeched one more time,
"You're just like your fucking dad!"
I cracked in half. We hovered in the standoff; her face was dark and
pixilated, and inside I was flooding, the anger rushing out of my neck.
Just like him? Just like them? I wanted to strangle her, twist her hair
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around her throat like a cord. The walls started quaking toward us. I
spun back and away, but she got braver, chasing toward me. And that's
when I saw it again-the four-foot-wide golden mirror, the one that had
taken two people to lift and move when they finally foreclosed on our
house. I jerked it off the wall, and Mom's feet started to backpedal and
retreat. I raised it over my head with both hands, biceps erupting, and
threw it at her. It exploded brilliantly, smashing into the drywall right
next to her face, the shards of mirror gleaming silver, falling slowly. I felt
a release in my palms and gripped my bare feet into the carpet. She
screamed and disappeared out the door. The walls flexed back to their
regular positions, the room emptying and filling again with air.
It's been twelve years, and my father says he is dying. All I can think
about are what parts of him will live on. He called me this summer to
tell me about his condition, how many months he has left to go. He
wanted to be sure I knew he had no regrets. He kept repeating that as I
pinched the phone to my ear and paced my bedroom like a panther.
He wanted to remember New Mexico, a trip he and I took to Fox
Mountain when I was seventeen. It was a remote place, the busted-up
road slathered in tarmac like black scars, winding up and up this mountain. There were hazard signs describing falling rock. Dad had been so
into it that he was twitching. Excitement! Adventure! He was convinced
that he was going to find gold up in them there hills over a hundred
years after the gold rush. Some pasty Iowa insurance salesman was
going to strike the mother lode. And even though I was positive that we
were coming home empty-handed-I wanted him to be right. I wanted
him to find treasure where everyone else had failed.
We walked for hours. I could see the birch trees shedding tissue
paper. The junipers looked like giant deciduous alligators, the bark like
hide. He was right about the smell; it smelled good there, like a campfire in the distance.
He was breathless at having me on the line. "Remember the mountain, Ape? Remember the cabin and the scratches on the junipers from
the bears?" At the bottom of the second ridge we had found a dried-out
stream bed. It had a hollowed sluice box made from a tree, and it got
him all hot, evidence of previous miners. For a minute he felt like he may
actually have found that lost mine. He put his foot on the trunk and had
me take pictures like he was Jacques Cousteau or a dragon slayer or

118

Ha i r Tr i gger 30

Indiana Jones. That's the part he wanted to remember, me looking at
him through my lens-the minute before we discovered there was no
gold after all. I held my breath and smiled for him like he was the champion and nothing that had come before mattered.
The memory stopped for him over the phone. But I remember him
yelling at me to hurry up the whole time, calling me a lazy faggot. We
got lost, even though he had two compasses wrapped around his throat.
That night he left me at this terrible, mold-reeking hotel in Socorro.
There was a bunch of shady fuckers in the parking lot-so he gave me
a stun gun and told me to chain the door and watch TV, and then he
went out. I know it's naive, but I'd rather remember him as the dragon
slayer.
As he continued to talk at me that night on the phone, I felt myself
shrink. I'm helpless and eleven years old and I'm never gonna grow up
and get out and it's always gonna be an overcast day. I agreed with whatever he said into the receiver, a shadow slipping over my own voice,
"You're right, Dad, of course you're right. Yeah, Dad. That was some
day."
He wanted to talk about New Mexico and I wanted to ask him what
it felt like to beat up your kid. Is it different than beating anyone else,
the blood curdling as it recognizes kin, softening the blow, making your
throat taste tart, making the contact less sweet? Or is there no difference? Skin is skin, bones are bones.
I wanted to ask him why-is it that someone hurt him once, too? Is
there any fleshy part that I can dig out of him and hold up to the light?
I think if I could find that part of him, it would prove that I'm different.
It would prove that I don't have the recipe for disaster etched on my
cells, that I couldn't possibly end up just like him.
The last time I saw him in person, I sort of figured it would be the
last time. It was when he went back to law school at age fifty. I hadn't
spoken to him in four years, but he invited my sister to Orlando for the
graduation, and she needed a ride. I reluctantly agreed to attend his
party.
We filed into an Irish pub with a lacquered bar. He only had two
friends, a pasty fiftyish woman with too-light pink lipstick, trolling for
marriage material. And Eunice, of course-black wig and all. Jeannie
and I did Irish car bombs, and Dad said, "That's my girl" when I drained
the pint, belly up against the bar. I felt dizzy and carbonated and so
hungry for his praise.
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We ended up talking about swimming in the ocean and the one time
he floated past a whale, an actual whale, like a big blue mountain under
the surface of the water. And just seeing it, being so close to it, he was
filled to the brim with awe like he had never known. He sipped his
drink, cheeks red, and was quiet before saying it again, "Awe." And he
looked at me like he was looking at any other person who came up to
his shoulder. His eyes asked, Had I ever felt that before?
I decided it was the best and last time. I wanted it to stay that way,
not to see him and have him fuck it up by calling me a dyke or whatever.
Just always to see him that way in my mind, hair wet and floating on a
raft all alone, the blue whale making him tremble, making him human.
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No Experience Required
Daniel Prazer

MY LITTLE BROTHER AND HIS GIRLFRIEND HAVE BEEN TOGETHER LONGER
than my wife and I have. He mentioned this over drinks at a bar by our
house. It was the day after Thanksgiving, Ann's and my first time
hosting, our first holiday as a married couple, and Steve and Heatherthat's my brother and his girlfriend-for the past two nights had been
sleeping on air mattresses a few feet away from our mother, who had
dibs on the couch. After two days of that, the four of us decided on
cocktails, and we left Mom at home with a Pay Per View.
Steve's not the kind of fellah to bring up something like this. As long
as I can remember, he's been the quiet one. At Thanksgiving dinner, he
didn't make much small talk with my new in-laws, but get a couple
Seven and Sevens in him, and he's off and rolling, telling stories better
than I can, getting the people in the booth behind him to turn their
heads and snicker a bit. Steve's bigger than me now, a hulk of a man
with a full beard who's donned his barbarian costume the last two
Halloweens, running up and down the streets of his college town
twirling a plastic berserker sword over his head, screaming, "Rape!
Pillage! Plunder!"
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See what I mean about Seven and Sevens? Something about those
makes his eyes get big and glint through that forest of whiskers. Two
years ago I drove down to Ohio University to visit him, and between keg
parties-I was feeling all youthful again, drinking out of red plastic
cups-I remember he told me, "If this thing with Heather ends, it's not
going to be because of something I've done," but he didn't have those
big eyes then. He was just being honest with me, open, and that's not
something the men in my family are famous for. Drinking, yes, but
talking about what's going on up there's not usually on the agenda.
So when Heather and Ann adjourned to the Clipper's ladies' room
en bloc, I watched them over Steve's shoulder. I saw them sidestep the
other drunks, moving across the room toward the end of the bar where
the cocktail waitresses put in their orders. They were backlit then, the
smoke and the neon behind the bar casting a red halo around our ladies
until they turned left-face and squeezed past the stage-it was rockabilly
night-to the bathroom.
The cans in the Clipper are one-holers, so it's not like Ann and
Heather were adjourning to talk; over the band, you couldn't hear shit
anyway. Once they'd both disappeared and made it to the door of the
bathroom, I leaned forward and hollered across the table, "When are
you going to do this?"
Steve shook his head a bit, giving me his wide-eyed, open-mouth
stare to let me know he wasn't following, so I tapped my left hand
toward his side of the table. Just enough to let my wedding ring click on
the wood, then I held up my hand and waggled it.
"This? What is it with you and Heather, four years?"
Steve looked away a bit like he does when he's looking for a way out
of a conversation, and used his right hand to smoosh his stocking cap
around the dome of his head, spraying even more hair out the sides.
"I don't know." He mumbled a bit, even though he was yelling. "Not
any time soon," he said.
"Steve." I shook my head for dramatic effect, feigning surprise.
"How long you think she's going to wait around?" This is a bit of a
loaded question. Steve has another quarter to go before he finishes his
undergrad, and Heather's four hours north of him, just starting grad

school. So it's not like they can exactly start shacking up soon, but it's
getting to that time where they both have the flexibility to make those
career decisions together.
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There I am again, Mr. Practicality, really my father's son.
"I don't know," Steve said, but he wasn't answering my question,
rather starting his own line of conversation, and he was looking over my
shoulder, watching a fat guy in a too-thin T-shirt dance with a wedding
veil bobby-pinned to his thinning hair-his bachelor party. Steve
wouldn't look at me. "It's not something I'm in a big hurry to do."
"Why the hell not?" I say, my turn to give the wide-eyed, openmouth stare. "You might as well be already."
"I don't know. I mean, look at Mom and Dad."
Look at Mom and Dad? Divorced three years and, at least as far as
Mom's concerned, happily divorced. That Steve cites this as a reason for
his fear of putting in writing what is already a committed relationship
sets me upright in my side of the booth. Because what he doesn't know
is that I've been agonizing over this too, trying to convince myself since
I proposed, fourteen months ago, that a family full of unhappy or
broken marriages hasn't predestined Annie and me to the same fate.
That I'm starting to convince myself I'm not, as it turns out, a ticking
time bomb of divorce, because, my DNA, and Steve's for that matter,
may affect our responses to alcohol, or turn our hairlines to tangled
clumps in the shower drain, but Goddammit, our blood doesn't affect
how we love.
I didn't say any of this, of course. Maybe I would have found the
gumption to dive into it-I don't know-if out of the corner of my eye,
I hadn't noticed Ann and Heather snaking their way past the gay couple
swing-twirling each other in front of the stage and through the throngs
huddled around tables and booths, making their way back, silently
laughing together-Ann's a subtle grin and bouncing shoulders,
Heather's a toothy cackle, all face-but in those two seconds, I managed
to ask Steve, "You know you're not Dad, right?" But I don't think he
heard me, and if I'm being honest with you, there's times when I'm not
sure how well I listen myself.
During our wedding ceremony, Ann and I step from the altar for the
sign of peace, a Catholic version of spreading some brotherly love. You
shake hands, or hug, or plant a kiss on the cheeks of the people around
you, and you say to them, "Peace be with you."
Ann went to twelve years of Catholic school, and I was baptized
Catholic, but really, I've only been back to church for weddings and
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funerals. In order to get married in the church, we had to join our local
parish, then get a letter from our home priest saying it's OK for us to
marry in Ohio, where all our family lives. I'd had to fake it, being
Catholic, because even though I had the baptism certificates, every time
I stepped into a church, I felt a bit of a fraud-except during the sign of
peace. It seems so benevolent, so kindhearted, not at all political or
mired in Vatican-centered theology. It's just a nice thing to do, to wish
your neighbors peace.
So standing there in my tux, I had to step lightly across the aisle-I
didn't want to slip on the silk of Ann's gown-to get from Ann's parents
to mine, who were sitting in separate rows. I look over, and there stands
my mother looking almost pained, she's smiling so big. Her laugh lines
all point to her grin, and she's scrunching her nose, it seems, to keep
from crying. She's standing in her beige suit, a white rose and orchid
pinned to her breast, and she's got her arms out and ready. I hand her
my rose and she squeezes me tight, and while Annie hugs her, I step back
one row to shake my father's hand, which I haven't done in three years,
not since I introduced him to this girl I had been dating, who was now
hugging my mom. It happened almost as a reflex, but I'm not surprised
that I've stepped toward him, because as much of a bastard as Lee has
been, he's here, and it is, after all, the sign of peace.
Dad's hand is soft. Not his grip, which is fine, but his actual hand,
like he's wearing a surgical glove filled with water. His face isn't how I
remember it, either, because it looks like his cheeks have slid down to
rest on his chin just a bit, but his hair is the same dark brown, parted on
the side and slicked over like Ronald Reagan's. And he's got on the same
gray pants and blue blazer I remember him putting on in the morning
while I got ready for school.
But the flesh of his face is bloated, like a three-day-old balloon, and
he looks severe-his forehead's creased, his jaw is quivering, and his eyes
won't fix on me. He just doesn't look the same as I remember him, and
it's only been three years. It's almost impossible to imagine that this is
the same guy who used to play all-time quarterback, tracing pass routes
on his chest so my brother and I could go head-to-head with the Nerf
pigskin in the backyard. Hard to imagine this is the same guy who

bought me a BB gun and taught me to make pop cans dance at my
uncle's land in the country. Hard to imagine it's the same guy I've seen
in old pictures giving a belly laugh as I huff and puff at twelve trick can-
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dles poked into my birthday cake, or the guy with the sideburns asleep
on the couch, his eight-month-old firstborn, me, sleeping next to him.
There's no ill will as I shake his hand, no grudge for ignoring my
birthday the last couple years. (I was born the day before his twentyninth birthday, so it's not like it slipped his mind.) I don't think, at the
time, about the panic attacks he's triggered, or the number of times he's
driven me to high school tennis practice after a screwdriver or five, the
way he treated his family like work subordinates, or the conversations
he's forgotten, the girlfriends he had near the end of his marriage. I don't
consider any of that, because I'm just happy he cared enough to come,
which is as heartfelt a present as he's ever given me, and he says,
"Congratulations," and I say, "Thanks for coming," and he just nods,
and when I step aside to make room for Annie, she's already moving
toward her maid of honor, hugging her, and just like we rehearsed, I
follow her, because you don't want to call attention to your mistakes;
nobody will notice them but you.
Besides, during a wedding, the bride and groom stick together, right?
Get off to a good start?
Then the congregation's sitting again. We're back at the altar and in
our chairs holding hands. It's a modern Catholic church, all cement and
drywall, and sunshine from the skylight above the altar is bursting down
upon us, bouncing off the tile, bouncing off us, and lighting the congregation. I have to look past Annie's face to see the crowd, and there he is,
Dad, sitting, hands folded, next to my grandmother, my buscia, and the
rest of the Polish family. He's wearing an expression like he used to at
high school football games, while in front of him, Mom's got her hand
on her chest and looks like she's going to cry again.
I lean over to Ann and whisper, "My dad's here," and she stiffens.
"Oh my God, where?" she asks, then rolls her eyes at invoking the
Almighty in passing upon His altar.
"Two rows behind Mom. Blue blazer, next to Buscia."
"Oh my-I didn't recognize him," she says, eyes wide. "I feel bad I
missed him back there."
"It's OK," I say and mean it, and I pat the back of her hand.
"Nobody else noticed."
A few times during our reception dinner, I looked over to my dad's
table to see him laughing, actually opening his mouth and squinting his
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eyes the way I remember him doing when I was a boy. The deejay was
sitting down for his meal, had run through our hip dinner playlist and
had resorted to Sade and Michael McDonald until our first dance, so
while I saw Dad laughing, I never did hear it.
Annie and I had agonized over the seating arrangement and finally
plunked him down with his mother, brothers and big Uncle Dan, who's
not my uncle at all. Big Uncle Dan, a leather-skinned Santa of a man, is
my godfather, a friend of my parents from high school who I know neither of them had seen in at least a half-decade. I saw him and my dad
yucking it up over there, Dad back to his charming self for a few minutes even amidst the hostile crowd.
That charming self is a side of Dad that only came out when he was
around people other than his family. At home, he was stoic, unemotional. He'd come home from work, kiss Mom on the cheek, change out
of his blazer and slacks, and sit down on the couch to read the paper.
When we went out to dinner as a family, we'd sit at Chili's or Friday's
and eat in silence while the rest of the diners actually took an interest in
one another's day. He got two DUis, and every couple weeks we'd find
an empty Absolut bottle buried in the trash, and who knows how many
we missed? With each betrayal, he and Mom grew apart. She'd go out
with friends or coworkers to dinner, and he'd spend long hours on the
riding mower, or in the basement watching television on the couch, and
as the gulf between them widened, he took to sleeping down there,
keeping his clothes in a storage closet and microwaving himself frozen
dinners. As I knew for years, our modest ranch house was divided by a
stairwell and an unspoken peace treaty between my parents: "You stay
on your floor, and I'll stay on mine." And that left my brother and me
to split our time between them.
But there it was again, plain as day. Old charming Dad. Public Dad.
Relaxed Dad, and I was glad to see him smiling, throwing his head back
and laughing hard enough that he had to close his eyes. So I stopped
paying attention to him. He was fine.
It wasn't until after our first dance as a married couple that I spotted
him walking back toward his table coming from the hotel's lobby, and
when our eyes fell on one another, he reverted to a dad I'd only seen

hints of, the post-divorce Dad, nervous Dad. As we closed on one
another, he scanned the room with his eyes, started bobbing his head
almost imperceptibly, like he was trying to hint at the affirmatives from
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across the room without anyone else noticing.
"Hey, congratulations," he said, and we shook hands again, the
same bloated hand filling mine, a tiny reminder of how far gone the man
he used to be actually was.
"Hey, thanks for coming." I was smiling, genuinely happy to see
him. For three years, every time I'd conjure up his image, or reread an
old email, I'd feel my breath quicken, my stomach knot, and my hands
tremble. I'd have to sit down, get away from other people, and take
deep, deep breaths, big ones, down into my legs and my arms, staving
off a panic attack without the benefit of pharmaceuticals.
But this time, it was Dad who was shaking. Christ, was he shaking,
and I wasn't sure if it was booze withdrawal or nerves that was making
his hands dance and his teeth chatter in August. I'm leaning toward
nerves.
The last time we'd talked was about a month before the wedding. I
was halfway between Indianapolis and the Ohio border, driving to my
bachelor party. The RSVP date had come and gone, and still Annie and
I hadn't gotten Dad's reply card back.
Did I want to call him? Absolutely not. Most of our phone conversations, from the day I left for college, revolved around the following
topics: "How the hell are you?" ("Good. Busy.") "Heard from your
brother lately?" (Probably, but I'd say no.) "How's your car running?"
("Fine," or "A little rough, but I'm due for an oil change.") We'd speak,
but not talk. One exception to that rule was a forty-five-minute conversation we had on Thanksgiving a few years back. I was working as a
newspaper reporter, and I told him all about the last election, covering
a murder, that kind of thing. He seemed interested. And the next day,
when he called again and said, "How the hell are you?" I realized he'd
been too drunk to remember last night's conversation. And that, just
under three years prior, was the last time I'd spoken with Dad. He just
stopped calling.
But out there in Indiana's soybeans and corn, it's country music and
Christian talk radio, and I was getting tired. As much as I didn't want
to, I fished an ATM receipt out of the center console, and dialed the
number I'd scrawled on the back.
"Hello?"
"Hey, Dad."
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"Who is this?" As if there's a more than two people who call him Dad.
"It's Dan," I said, and then there was silence. I could see him sitting
in a tiny house on Lake Erie ("A real shack," Mom had called it, "just
overgrown with weeds"), crunching his mind through the fact that his
son had called him. In my mind, I pictured him, the "Dad" of my childhood, sitting at his desk, a heavy slab of shellacked maple set atop a
Spartan bank of drawers where I used to do my homework, and when
I'd get bored, I'd pull Dad's letter opener out. It was a fixed-blade
Remington knife, with LP scratched into the leather handle. LP stood for
Leo Prazer, my dad's dad, who carried that knife through Europe during
World War II. When Dad was in eighth grade, his father dropped from
a massive coronary at the breakfast table, dead before he hit the floor,
and I imagine that knife brings him some sort of comfort, reminds him
of the father he once had. Which makes it even stranger that he'd run
the steel through our can opener's knife sharpener, grinding an eighth of
an inch off the blade, forever mangling its usefulness as anything but a
letter opener.
But as he held the line, silent, I imagined him sitting at his desk on
the top floor of this dilapidated house. I could see him sitting there, and
he'd be opening bills just like he used to, slicing the envelopes open, cutting quick checks, and filing the stubs in neat, rubber-banded bundles in
the bottom left drawer. But the desk was empty, because as far as I knew
he hadn't worked in over a year, not since his company let him go after
he lost his license for a year. His third DUI.
"Dan. Hey." His voice was hollowed, and all of a sudden, I felt sorry
for him. I felt like a bully.
"Hey, we never heard back from you whether you were coming to
the wedding or not," I said.
"Well, yeah, I mean, if you want me there. I don't know if your mom
would be OK with me being there, and I don't want to cause any problems." I had the hint of one of his pity plays, a move he'd perfected after
moving out of the house and into an apartment by himself, a move to
not-so-subtly tell me how miserable he was at what my mother had
done to him, because that's certainly how he seemed to see it. Dad's the
kind of guy who passed all the time on the double yellow and laughed
at the asshole who wasn't moving fast enough, or he'd sneak a twelveyear-old son into Disneyworld at the discounted admission price for
those eight and under, and he'd do it with a charming grin on his face.
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Because he had always come out, as my mom puts it, "smelling like a
rose," and the divorce was the first time he was held accountable for his
actions-besides the DUis, which he, on some level, blamed on the cops
being dickheads and the judge wanting to make an example of someone.
He's certainly an example now. Children look up to their parents,
and when the parent fucks up, if the child's paying attention, he gets the
benefit of learning from someone else's mistakes. But I wasn't thinking
this while on the phone in the middle of Indiana.
"Oh, fuck that," I said. "Mom's fine with you being there. We did
send you an invitation, didn't we? I just wanted to make sure you were
coming." Fuck! That slipped out, "make sure you were coming." I want
him to want to come, I tell myself. Don't give him the ball here.
"I didn't even see one in there," he said. "Jeez, I'm sorry, I didn't
realize there was something to send ba-" and that's when the call
dropped. Indiana's interstate system isn't the place for steady phone service, but I called back, four times in all. We talked about the wedding
plans, what he's up to (nothing), and Chicago. I told him I was sitting in
the living room, that Ann was out at her bachelorette party in
Cleveland. I don't know why I told him that, why I put myself in a place
like his, alone in a house. Maybe I was avoiding the car questions. Or
maybe I felt guilty heading to a party having something to do with the
rest of my day. I don't know.
So Dad's standing there in his blue blazer and gray slacks, shaking,
his teeth chattering, his eyes darting around the room, looking, I
imagine, for a way out. It seems reptilian, the way this fight-or-flight
response manifests itself, like that little lizard that flares out its head like
a Chinese fan, or the one that runs on water.
"Hey, thanks for coming," I say again.
He shakes his head just a tiny bit, but I realize it's just a tic, like the
way he twitches his pen before he starts writing. His eyes rest on my face
for a second as he says, "Hey, I wouldn't have missed this for anything."
"Well, Ann and I are glad you came. You like the food?"
He shakes his head for real, this time, in disbelief. "The food was
amazing," he says. "I'd never had purple potatoes before."
I laugh. "Neither had we, but when we saw we could get those
instead of normal potatoes-I mean, you've got to go with the purple
potatoes. Just to give people something to tell their friends."
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There is a moment of silence, and his eyes settle on my chest.
"Had some car trouble today. I got out of the car wash, and the temperature gauge was all the way up," he says. "I had to ask the guy at the
gas station if I could use his hose. Bought some bottled water."
Familiar territory, this car talk. "Oh, that's no good," I say. "How'd
you get it running?"
He shrugs and hold his hands out to his sides like a Baptist preacher
feeling the spirit, except Dad's hands aren't moving out of joy, and I
realize now this shaking might not be just nerves. Combined with the
bloating, and the dark circles under his eyes, which look yellow, it
occurs to me that he might be sick, really sick, that maybe the years of
hard drinking have caught up to his liver, maybe, or I seem to remember
Steve mentioning how Dad, during one of their phone calls, brought up
his hemorrhoid problem. Maybe it's colon cancer. Who knows? I've sent
thank-you notes now, birthday cards with long messages scrawled
inside, a bit of a peace offering to springboard off our sign of peace, but
he's been silent in reply.
But all I notice at the time is the shaking, of that lizard fleeing a
predator, and I feel fucking awful for the guy.
"Just started working," he says. "I'll tell you, though, if it hadn't, I'd
have rented a car to get here. If I didn't show up and said it was from
car trouble, there's nobody that would have believed me," he says .
My instinct is to say what he wants, to placate him and make him
feel like he's OK, but instead, I say, "Well, I'm glad you came," and he
says he's gong to have to get going soon, that he's got a few hours in the
car ahead of him, and then we shake hands again and he congratulates
me again. I leave him to gather his coat and his girlfriend, but that line,
the one about renting a car to make it to my wedding, rings in my head
and tells me I did the right thing by inviting him, then calling to prod
him for an RSVP. Because the line about renting a car is the first thing
I've heard from him in more than three years that feels sincere, that I
haven't doubted.
I have no reason to be worried about divorce four months into my
marriage. I know this. Ann and I sit for a time, maybe half an hour,
maybe an hour, every night, and talk, just talk about what went on while
we were apart that day. When she worked retail, I'd rub her feet as soon
as she got home. When I'm writing, she brings me something to drink. I
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pick up flowers for her for no reason.
We're bulletproof! I didn't get any of this from my father, that's for
sure, but this is instinct. I mean, I'm a natural, and as long as we keep
this up, we'll be sitting and talking about our days in the nursing home.
I'm lying on the couch, my head on Ann's lap, when I tell her all this
again, run through it once more as if she doesn't know how terrified I
am of having lit the fuse on our wedding day, which will shrink and
shrink, sending up wisps of smoke until my nature, or maybe my nurture, explodes, blowing us a part forever.
We'd spent that day, a Saturday, at the Chicago Humanities Festival,
stopped on the way home at a grocery, and heated up a Margherita
pizza for dinner. The night before, we'd gone to a play at the
Steppenwolf. After a few hectic weeks where our schedules just hadn't
jibed, it felt like we were dating again long distance, like we felt when
we had weekends together and had to make every minute count, and I
started to think, "What if this fades over time, or we can't recapture it?
What then?" And I get sentimental and watery in the eyes. I tell her how
sometimes I'm worried I don't know what I'm doing, that I might be
screwing things up now that we won't recognize until ten, fifteen,
twenty years down the road, not until it's too late and this thing isn't salvageable anymore, and I'll be reentering bachelorhood at middle age.
That I'll be out of the house I've lived in for twenty years, sleeping on
an air mattress in an apartment with bare white walls and a spare
loveseat from the basement in front of a second-hand TV. That people
will wonder if I'm dying of a terminal disease and just haven't told anybody yet. That the one time I visited him at this exact apartment, Dad
had told me, "I don't know if I'll ever get used to an electric stove." I
don't want to relearn how to cook when I'm sitting on that loveseat
working through a bottle of merlot, wishing I were sipping a sidecar at
a surprise fiftieth birthday party and realizing I don't know a soul in the
world who would go to that effort.
I tell her that sometimes, when she's at work or at Target or off
returning a DVD we'd rented, I picture myself single, not because I want
to be-Christ, that's the last thing I want-but because it seems pragmatic to prepare myself for what feels like the inevitable. I tell her all
this staring up into her eyes, her beach eyes, a gradient from sandy
brown around the pupil to Caribbean blue at the edge of her iris, and
they're glistening, too. She starts running her hand over my hair,
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touching my scalp only with the tips of her fingers, and they feel electric, and I realize I've never seen my parents in a moment like this, a
tender one, a quiet one.
"I know," she says. "Sometimes I think the same things, and it's not
because I don't love you, 'cause I love you more than you're ever going
to know." I manage a, "Shhh, don't," and wipe a tear off the side of her
nose.
She sniffles and goes back to running her fingers through my hair. "I
don't know what I'm doing," she says. "Sometimes I feel like I'm doing
things wrong, too, but I don't know because I've never been married
before."
"Neither have I," I say, "but since your parents are still together and
happy after, like, thirty years, I don't think you have anything to worry
about."
"It wasn't always this good with them, though. It was really hard for
a long time. They worked at it. A lot." I look up at the ceiling, because
seeing her hurting like this makes my heart feel like it's being squeezed.
"I'm just afraid I don't know what to work on," I say. "I'm just
afraid-if you set a newspaper down near a window and leave it there,
it doesn't look different from one day to the next. But after a long time,
if you really look, it's gotten yellow and you haven't even noticed it.
That's what I'm afraid of, this turning yellow," and she touches my chin
and turns my head to face her, and she looks right into my eyes and the
corners of her mouth turn up.
"Hon," she says, "that you're thinking about this so much and
you're aware of it? I think that means you know more than you know."
I didn't get this from my father, that's for sure, because as far as I
know, he never did any of this, but maybe, I think, I'm filling in the gaps.
Maybe Dad taught me more about how not to be a husband. Down the
road, when Ann and I have more stability in our careers, I like to think
I'll have picked up just as much about how not to be a father.
In my dream, I'm driving my Saturn through a forest in Ohio. The
trees are small, like the land has been logged before, and it's just gray
out, with no shadows. It's probably late winter, 'cause all the trees are

dead and there's no underbrush, but that's good, because this way I'm
able to see ahead of me a bit. I'm going way too fast, and the steering
wheel's jerking in my hands no matter how hard I grip it, and I'm
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squeezing it so hard my forearms ache, but I can't slow down; I'm not
controlling the speed. But there's a bit of a rush to it, because I'm pulling
it off. I'm weaving through the trees like a skier zigzags along a slalom
run, and I'm fishtailing out of control a bit, but I'm catching myself
before I spin completely out. That's something Dad taught me-how to
control a spin-by telling me how he did it when he had his Triumph.
The ground, it's sodden and really slick with leaves and mud. I'm
sending up a brown rooster tail behind me, and if I slow down I know
I'll get stuck. Off to my right is a coastline, but I'm only aware of it
because last night I dreamt I was walking along a peninsula, looking for
the end of it, but it kept getting longer, and I kept wondering if I should
turn back-every step I took meant I had to take one more to get back
to where I started-but I kept walking, and the peninsula kept splitting
off into forks, or fragmenting into islands, and that's the same coastline
I'm driving along right now.
All of a sudden, back in the car now, I realize I know where I am a
bit. There's a creek up ahead of me, but I still have no control over my
speed, so I remember something my Dad told me while he was teaching
me to drive stick. When you're backing out or driving into a steep grade,
like a drive on a hill, take it at an angle so you don't bottom out. So I'm
watching this creek approach, and the trees are suddenly far away, and
I'm closer to the coastline than I realize, and when I get to the creek, I
know I'm going to see a deep ditch cut by the water, but it's not there.
It's overflowing, spilling brown water over its banks, and I cut the wheel
just like I should, hoping maybe I have enough momentum to make it
through the water. But the engine dies, and I'm turning the key, but it's
not doing shit. I've got my front wheels on some dirt. If I can spin them,
I might be able to pull myself up onto the other bank, but the key does
nothing, and the water's rising up to my windows.
All of a sudden my car is tiny, and I'm standing on the other side of
the stream watching my car, now the size of a coffee table, spinning in
an eddy. I'm walking up and down the bank trying to figure out what
to do, but I'm glad to see the car's going against the current, actually
moving away from the coastline, where all water flows. It's getting
banged up, but I'm calm, just watching, biding my time. Then the current reverses, and the car starts heading out to sea, and I crouch down,
reach in, and grab the car by its front axle. I throw my weight backwards, and it's so easy to pull out, more like pulling luggage out of the
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trunk of a taxi than pulling a car out of a creek, and I chalk that up to
adrenaline, being right there in the moment, and it's not really a surprise.
I've got my frame pack in front of me, the pack I took on our honeymoon to Italy, and now I'm starting to panic. It's not been unpacked
and it's soaking wet, and I assume I pulled it from the trunk of my car,
but the car's gone now, vamoosed. I drop to my knees, sink a bit into the
mud, and pull the pack upright in front of me, leaning its top against my
chest. I go immediately for the side pocket, the place where we crammed
our guidebooks of Rome, Venice, and Florence. They're still in there,
thank Christ, but they're saturated with brown water, each page covered
in a layer of fine silt the color of new leather. I know they're pretty
fucked up and won't ever be the same as they were during the honeymoon, but if I handle them gently and leave them out in a warm place,
maybe fan them with a hairdryer, I'll be able to salvage them. The pages
will be warped, and the book won't close right, but the information's
there, and it's going to be readable, and I breathe a deep sigh of relief,
and when I wake up, Annie's already gone to work. The bed next to me
is empty, but it doesn't feel like it, and I roll over toward her side of it,
and I put my face into her pillow and breathe in the smell of her hair.
And lying there breathing her in, I feel calm, and I think maybe even if,
decades away, I end up sleeping alone every night, if my fatalistic tendencies prove true and she does leave me someday, if going through all
the pain and heartbreak is the cost of smelling her hair on this pillow,
the cost of happiness bubbling over I've felt even the first four months
of our marriage, well, even then, I've come out ahead.
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How I Met Ted Dawson
Jana Dawson

I SAW T ED D AWSON HE WAS SITTING AT A TABLE IN A
crowded room in the Vail School District office. We were both there for
new-teacher introduction. He was wearing khakis and a short-sleeved
striped shirt he bought because it never needed to be ironed. I was
wearing a tank dress with tiny green and white checks and a matching
jacket because I'd found the set on sale at Robinson's. I was also wearing
a lot of silver rings and carrying a guitar. I had on a name tag that said
"Mrs. Grady." The district office people had gotten confused and
thought I was married. I was not. I was living with an old man, a melancholy artist, with whom I needed to break up. I'd needed to break up
with him for at least a year, maybe a year and a half. Ted was still casually involved with a woman back in Illinois. They'd agreed that seeing
other people was all right, but she would also fly out to meet up with
him in two months for Labor Day. About that time I would finally get
up the courage to break up with the artist.
Ted remembers seeing me walk in. He thought I was hot, especially
since I had on all the silver rings and was carrying the guitar. He claims
he thought to himself, "I could marry a girl like that." When I got closer,
he saw my name tag and shrugged, thinking, oh, well, she's married.

THE FIRST TIME
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I remember stopping at his table, checking out his name tag, and
seeing that he was going to be at Mesquite Elementary with me. All the
district's new teachers were at the induction, not just Mesquite's. He had
a nicely sculpted jaw and a slightly protruding brow over intense hazel
eyes and a big nose. I had no idea if he was married or not and was too
much of a wreck from my current situation to really think about it. You
can bet your sweet ass that, as I shook his hand, I did not for one second
think that a year from that date, the Vail Superintendent would be
flashing pictures upon a screen at the beginning-of-the-year meeting,
because we would be engaged. But that's what happened.
I'd been living with Jimmy Lee for almost two years by then. We'd
dated for an entire year before that. It should have been just a quick and
dirty affair-lusty sex between an older artist and a woman young
enough to be his daughter. I mean, he had these jeans with holes and
paint on them. He was tall, six feet seven inches, and sang like James
Taylor with a cold, and looked like Sam Elliot.
When I was twenty I started dating this guy, Charlie Caldwell. We
worked together at the Coffee Plantation on Mill Avenue in Tempe,
Arizona. The very first time we worked together I thought he was an
idiot because he told me not to take out my anger on inanimate objects.
I got angry at one of the coffee pots because the machine messed up and
filled too full, and I sloshed hot coffee all over my hand.
A couple months later Charlie and I went tubing down the Salt River
with mutual friends, Cyndi and Jim-they were short, compact people.
Cyndi had black hair flowing to her waist. Jim had red hair flowing to
his waist. I imagined that when they lay in bed they didn't need blankets, just covered up in all that hair. When we came back from tubing,
Jim and Charlie made pasta with capers and then we watched The
Princess Bride and Harold and Maude.
Charlie was the first college-age person I knew with a grown-up
apartment. He and his two guy roommates, Stuart and Nick, had art up
on the walls, a matching couch and love seat they'd bought at a store
instead of a yard sale, and they listened to soft music all the time. They
introduced me to James Taylor and Enya. They cooked actual meals
instead of Velveeta Shells-and-Cheese and sat down to eat at the table
instead of in front of the television. They were the first people I met at
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ASU who didn't regularly drink or smoke themselves into a stupor.
Charlie met Stuart and Nick at a halfway house for addicts in
Phoenix. They didn't drink any more, and they went to group therapy
on Sunday nights. On Mondays Charlie's voice would be hoarse from
yelling about his family while he pounded on a bean bag. The one time
I called him, wasted, from Sun Devil House and asked him to come and
get me, he did. The next morning he told me he'd never do that again.
If I wanted to go out and get drunk that was fine with him, but he didn't
want any part of it. He was the first person my age that I met who
thought there was a problem with getting so fucked up that I passed out
and couldn't remember what I'd done the night before. He was also the
first person I met who expected me to have an opinion about everything:
food, college, music, politics, philosophy, movies. My conventional
upbringing in a small town with a Top 40s radio station and a serious
buy-in to popular culture had not prepared me to meet a person like
Charlie. He used to say, "Ich must pee," when he had to pee. He was a
Steely Dan fan and had cats named Becker and Fagen. He didn't wear
underwear because he wanted to save on laundry.
He was from Connecticut. He moved to Boston. I went to see him a
couple of times. He came out West a couple of times. After a few years
of this, we broke up.
Charlie said dating should be like shopping. People list their true
ingredients and what they really want in a relationship, maybe even
their expiration dates, like "only available for one-night-stands" or
"seeking lifelong companion." You try out the person, the person tries
you out, and if your ingredients mesh then you keep going out a while
longer; if not, you shake hands and go on to the next aisle.
This was the most ridiculous thing I'd ever heard, so unromantic.
What about passion and opposites attracting and LOVE?
My older sister fell madly in love with a tall, skinny guy who told
her bedtime stories about Froggy in a sweet, high voice. He was an alcoholic who spent her savings on a new truck and hid booze in the toilet
tank. Years passed, during which she and I had a thousand tearful conversations. Finally, over Christmas morning bagels, she told me she
couldn't take any more.
I wore a green dress to her wedding. I cried so hard that my dad got
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up and gave me his hanky. I thought they were tears of joy.
Becca married Greg to prove us all wrong. She was determined to
show us all that they weren't terribly mismatched and that they didn't
really hate each other. Many years and two daughters later, their
breakup involved threats with guns.
I was dressed as a pink satin hippo in their wedding.
When Troy gave Ann Marie a dozen red roses and one white rose,
she was certain he was her soul mate. His mother and father were alcoholics. He refused to tell them they could not drink and smoke around
his baby son. It was the last straw in a marriage she now admits wasn't
working at all. He was never home. He rode motorcycles every night
after work and spent weekend nights at a bar. I cried the first time I saw
him after their divorce. He seemed like such a great guy and there had
been that one white rose in the dozen red roses.
As a bridesmaid in their wedding, I had a giant poof of hair and
wore a maroon western dress and gray boots.
Laura and I were driving in her VW Jetta with the heated seats
turned on even though it wasn't that cold outside. It doesn't really get
that cold in Tucson, but the heated seats still felt good. We worked
together at Mesquite Elementary. She and her husband Paul had been
married for two years.
"How we feel about each other isn't always the same. The feelings
come and go. Sometimes we can't keep our eyes and hands off of each
other and then we'll go through a stage of being really mellow, just
hanging out like roommates. And sometimes we really hate each other.
Having another person around all the time can be a drag sometimes. But
then that changes, too, and we can't get enough of being together."
"You will always get crushes," Mom tells me as we sit at the long
dining table, shelling and eating pistachios and working on an impossible puzzle-too many dark tree stems and branches.
I look up at her, shocked. She has always been utterly devoted to my

father. When I was in high school and refusing to follow their curfew
rules, she told me I was driving my father crazy and she was going to
send me away to boarding school. She told me if she had to choose
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between me and my dad, she'd choose Dad.
"It's really no big deal. It's just a crush and pretty soon it's over and
you forget it ever happened." She smiled at me with the crooked half-smile
that's become her trademark since Bell's palsy claimed half her face.
"It took me a good two years to get used to being married," my
friend Carrie tells me when I visit her just before my wedding.
The first time Ted invited me over for breakfast, Stevie Wonder was
playing on the stereo.
"Old school, Stevie Wonder," Ted told me as I looked around his
apartment trying to find reasons to keep myself from liking him so much
already.
It was early and his apartment would have been as bright and sunny
as the desert morning outside, except he'd covered the east-facing
window with a layer of tinfoil. Just taped it up there with masking tape.
"What is going on here?" I asked pointing.
"You wouldn't believe how sunny it is in here in the morning. When
I'd come out here to have breakfast the sun was like-Yang/-in my
eyes." He made sunbursts with his hands when he told me this. The thick
muscles in his chest and arms bulged under his white T-shirt.
Aha, I thought-ignoring the chest and arms-he's got this weird
sun thing on.
The tantalizing smell of sizzling onions and red peppers drew me to
the kitchen. Ted grabbed the handle of the cast iron skillet and deftly
flipped them once, twice, then clanged the pan back onto the burner.
Again there were those arms. His attention was on the food, so I pretended to be fascinated by the cooking vegetables, then turned my eyes
just a little and fully checked him out. There'd never been a really good
time to check him out at school. There were always kids or other
teachers around.
His short brown hair was thinning on top but came to a satisfying
point in the middle of his forehead just above a fingerprint-sized mole.
My eyes traveled down his strong torso and rested for a moment on his
nicely rounded ass, which shimmied back and forth a little as he stirred
the vegetables. His legs were hairy and nicely muscled.
"Very nice," I said pointing to the sizzling vegetables.
He smiled a crooked little smile over at me, and I wondered if he
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realized I'd been checking him out.
"They'll be done in a minute," he said.
What about that crooked little smile? Did the man have a scar on
his top lip? Scar or no scar the crooked little smile caused my womanhood to stir.
I peeled my eyes away from him and forced them to travel around
the kitchen, searching for signs of bachelor sloth. It was the usual sort
of cheap apartment kitchen, gold and beige-swirled Formica counters,
beige linoleum stamped with gold diamonds. Everything was clean.
But the trash would tell the truth.
"Where can I throw away this gum?" I asked, holding it out. He
pointed under the sink with the spatula. There was a new bag in there
and no smell. I strained to look over the dark side of the cabinet. What
was catching the light? Aha-some more weirdness: there were about
fifty glass jars and a precarious stack of empty tin cans in there.
"What's up with the jars and cans?" I asked.
"Oh, those. I need to make a trip to the recycling center. Do you
want one egg or two or three?"
I closed the cabinet and looked at him again. "Two will be fine." He
sang along with Stevie Wonder, cracked the eggs into the pan, and threw
in a little fresh basil.
A guy cooking with fresh basil? A little odd, but in a really good
way: too good. I walked back into the living room to stare at the tinfoil
and remind myself that this guy was weird.
Ted followed me into the living room holding out a plate with a gorgeous half moon of omelet on it. I reached to take the plate. As I started
toward the table I noticed the eggs were a little runny and my stomach
lurched. Could I just be polite and shove the slimy parts in my mouth
and wash them down with orange juice? At that moment I made a decision: no false politeness. This wasn't going to be like my other relationships. I was going to show all my ingredients and either he was really
going to like me or it just wasn't going to work out.
"I'm sorry, I don't like runny eggs. Do you mind if I just scramble
them up?" I asked as I headed to the kitchen.
He looked at me and I think he started to roll his deep-set eyes but
managed to stop himself. "I'll do it," he said and took the eggs back to
the kitchen.
"Thanks. It's just that I don't like runny eggs and, well, I'm tired of
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pretending to like things I don't really like, and I'm sorry," I said as I followed him, feeling like the world's biggest idiot. I wanted to tell him not
to worry about the eggs, or tell him I thought he was hot, anything to
bring back that little smile.
"I like that wall hanging," I said desperately pointing to a large
weaving of two Navajo women walking in the desert.
"Thanks," he said, but he didn't look up from the eggs. The runnyegg-induced sickness was closely followed by feeling-foolish nausea.
Damn it. There was so much stomach tightness and sickness that went
along with the excitement of the possibility of a new relationship. It
ought to be given a name: getting-to-know-you flu, something like that.
"These look perfect," I said a little too loudly when he handed over
the scrambled eggs.
He did give me a tight little smile, but it was straight across, not
relaxed and crooked and it seemed like he banged the pan a little more
than necessary as he made himself an omelet.
This is too hard, I thought as I stood in the kitchen feeling the warm
plate in my hand, the warm flush on my cheeks. I should leave and we
can go on just being friends. After all, we'd only known each other for
a couple of months, and friendship had been good. Plus, there was that
rule about the length of time needed to recover from one love gone bad
before jumping into a new one. I'd read somewhere that I was supposed
to stay single for half the amount of time the old relationship had lasted.
I took a tally, standing there in the kitchen holding this new guy's
eggs. I'd been with the melancholy artist for three years. The thought
made me cringe. How did that go on for three whole years? I decided
not to look into that black hole; anyway, that meant I was supposed to
be single for eighteen months before I started dating again. I'd broken
up with him in August. It was now December, so according to the article,
I had another year to go before I would be fully recovered and ready to
try my hand at another relationship. Here I was, getting way ahead of
myself. Ted had just asked me over for eggs and tortillas. It was just
breakfast, right?
"You ready to eat?" he asked and my face flamed red. I felt like he
could see all these insane thoughts spinning around in my head.
We sat on the love seat-his bachelor couch-to eat. It was so
narrow that our legs were just about touching. I kept my thighs tight so
he wouldn't think I was putting the moves on him by brushing up
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against him. The eggs and tortillas really were great.
"These eggs are really good. Thanks for humoring me about the
omelet," I told him.
He finally smiled that crooked smile at me again then, "You're sort
of high maintenance, huh?"
I shrugged.
We gossiped about other teachers who worked with us at Mesquite
Elementary and laughed about our crazy principal who was a 5-foot-2
inch, 180-pound grandma. She went around in low-cut shirts showing
some rather wrinkled cleavage and wore pantyhose with reinforced toes
with sandals, but when Ted wore Birkenstocks to school one day, the
next day we all got a memo saying that men could not wear sandals.
Ted looked over at me, "Yeah, I was in Jill Hinman's pod when we
got the memo and she said, 'Oh sure, it's fine for us to be forced to stare
at wrinkled cleavage all day long, but men's toes, those are obscene."'
"Your toes are pretty hairy," I said looking down at them. They were
nicely shaped, though. The toe captain was larger than the others and
the nails were clean and short. Fingernails, I thought, check the fingernails. Fingernails too were nice and short.
After breakfast I was relaxed enough to follow him into the kitchen
to help him clean up.
"Do you wash this frying pan with soap?" I asked.
"Sure, why?" he said. This would have been a good place to say that
I was just wondering because my mom seasoned her skillet and just used
steal wool to clean it-no soap.
That wasn't what was on my mind, though, and I blurted out, "It's
just that I once dated this guy who was studying to be a chef and he
never used soap, just steel wool." I wanted to sink into the floor as I
heard these words coming out of my mouth. What is wrong with me? I
wondered. Showing my true ingredients is one thing, but outbursts like
this ... Yikes!
After Charlie moved to Boston, Brenda introduced me to a guy who
taught at her school, Matt Sabin, because he reminded her of me. I took
it as a compliment since Matt was hilarious and sexy with his long,
curly, red hair. For our first date we went to see Jeff Foxworthy at the
state fair with Carrie and her husband, Matt. We drank tall beers and
laughed about why we might be rednecks.

142

Hair Trigger 30

If you find yourself staring at a can of frozen orange juice 'cause it
says concentrate, you might be a redneck.
Matt always said "aw-ite," which was Jeff Foxworthy for "all right."
He chewed on his metal Harley Davidson key chain and once, when we
played charades with song titles, he put in the song title "I Want to Drive
a Zamboni." All that fall we hung out, talked on the phone every day,
spent weekends making out like animals and spending the night with
each other, but we didn't have sex. Our ingredients seemed to be mixing
into a fine stew.
He was a Methodist.
He'd been a Methodist camp counselor.
The night before he was leaving for Christmas in Minnesota with his
family and I was leaving for Colorado to spend the holidays with my
family, things felt weird all through dinner. Afterwards he drove me back
to my car and we sat staring out at the rows of cars, half-lit by streetlights. Was he going to tell me that he loved me?
"I've been thinking," he said, running his finger around the inside of
the steering wheel. "I always thought when I got serious with someone
she'd be a Methodist." I could see his reflection in the windshield. Light
bounced off his glasses.
But I'm not a Methodist, I thought, sitting on my hands and hardly
breathing.
"So my mom's been telling me about this girl I grew up with who'll
be in town over Christmas. She goes to our church and, well, I'm going
to spend some time with her over the break and see what happens. I
thought I should let you know."
A pile of broken expectations landed on top of me and I couldn't see
or talk for a moment. At last I managed to push the door open and
stumble over to my car. If he said anything, I didn't hear him. I hardly
heard him months later when he called to say his time with the
Methodist girl wasn't the utopia he'd expected.
Ted and I got married at Tanque Verde Guest Ranch in Arizona on
a Tuesday in early January. At first it looked like it might rain, then the
clouds blew over. By the time my hair, makeup, toes, and fingers were
done, pale winter sun was shining down. My older sister didn't come.
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She was married again and too pregnant to fly or drive the 800 miles
down to Tucson. We got married outside on a patio with the Rincon
Mountains as our backdrop. Then we went into the big old adobe lodge
and ate and danced and visited with all the people we loved who'd come
to the wedding. I loved it all, the whole day. Ann Marie and Becca wore
scratchy red dresses in my wedding and carried calla lilies.
Ted had his vows memorized. I had to reach into my bra and pull
out a cheat index card when my turn came. I was too ecstatic to
remember anything.
Ted had met my parents the previous May when he drove up to
Colorado with me for Mother's Day. My parents loved him. He charmed
my dad by asking if he could marry me.
I met Ted's parents three days before the wedding at the Hilton, by
the pool. His grandma, Aunt Connie, Uncle Bud, brother, sister-in-law,
cousin, cousin's husband, and cousin's daughter were there, too. It was
a lot of people to meet for the first time all at once. I charmed them with
my bridal energy. There is nothing like bridal energy for charming
people you meet at your wedding or during the weeks right before or
after the wedding.
What none of the wedding guests knew was that Ted and I really got
married two nights before the ceremony. We were sitting on the bed in
our apartment. Ted read me the vows he'd written and I started to cry.
"Oh honey," he said, "if you don't like it, I'll write something else."
That made us both laugh and I threw down the three unabridged pages
of vows I'd written.
"I want to use your vows, too. That is what I meant to say."
I, Jana, ask you, Ted, to be my husband. I can't imagine my life
without you in it. You make every day richer. Let's go forward together.
I give you my eternal love and every day I will help us to be happy and
prosperous together. I love you, Ted. Please take this ring and be my husband.
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Whirl is King: Narrative
Derangement in To the Lighthouse
John Counts

Whirl is king, having driven out Zeus.
-Aristophanes, The Clouds
ARISTOPHANES CLAIMED WHIRL IS KING, AND THAT'S THE WAY VIRGINIA

Woolf spins her story in To the Lighthouse, the sentences like threads
woven around each other to create a tapestry of emotion. Whereas conventional narrative once made it a point to tell the story straight, or
chronologically, by the 1920s, when Woolf was writing, the thoughts
and feelings and notions she was trying to get across were too complex
for traditional prose. In the wake of World War I, the world had become
too murky, too incomprehensible for merely pushing characters in and
out of rooms, into situations to act and react. The layers of the psyche
were in the process of being penetrated. There is a melding of poetry and
prose in the language. The only appropriate way to tell the story in a
milieu that didn't make much sense was to convey imaginative worlds
in a whirling-dervish sort of way.
Call it Modernism, but that isn't much of a help. Grouping writers of
the same time period together is never much of a help, especially when
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casting a light on one writer. Other voices from the same time might
obscure or brighten the light on the subject to be studied, and we readers
might not be able to see clearly what the writer is doing as an artist.
But the term most to be objected to in the historical context is the
ghastly "stream-of-consciousness," which implies that what is on the
page is a splash of "consciousness" and that the way it is coming is in a
"stream." A stream runs forward due to nature and what comes behind
it is just that, whatever arbitrary thing that is behind, pushing the things
ahead of it, no matter what it is. This concept suggests that the words
on the page are nothing more than logorrhea, words that come senselessly, not crafted in any way, just random sticks bobbing in the current,
unconnected beyond the fact that they slip along on the same current.
This is not the case with To the Lighthouse. What Woolf gets down
on the page is carefully crafted, though the way the story is told is purposely scrambled. She has a story to tell. Stories come from mysterious
places and that's how they should be approached by the reader. The
wrong way to read To the Lighthouse is to look for "messages." Socalled messages in novels and stories are scary. Approaching a story
looking for symbols and specifics is dangerous because the specifics will
always change over time. What's important is the social or spiritual suffering of the characters that move around in the story. All good novels
and good stories push deeper, into a different realm of understanding,
where all is human, where, no matter what shape the world may take,
there will ultimately be suffering and joy. Writers are beings who
straddle an imaginative fence. On one side of the fence is the world as it
hums along. But on the other side, we transform into something different, the social categories melt, who we are when we're walking down
the street ceases to matter. Anything is possible. We are who we are, free
of things like sex, race, and gender. This realm of the eternal imagina tion is hovering behind every good work of fiction, and it is from here
that authors spin their tales.
To the Lighthouse comes from such a place. But straddling the fence
demarcating one world from another is just the beginning. From there,
Woolf begins the inventing in her head. Then comes the process of gathering everything learned and felt and getting it to the page. This requires
thousands of decisions, choices Woolf makes to conjure a world, to give
full articulation to the feeling or mood that prompted the story to be
written in the first place. She has to take that world and fill it with
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objects, characters, and events. On every page, she has to decide who
should be viewing that world, and whose point of view would make the
most dramatic sense. Lastly, her method of doing this, of rendering this
world, characters and emotions, has to be accomplished by the mechanical process of pushing words together.
Woolf took the way all these elements had been brought to the page
in novels historically, put them in the blender, and hit puree. Instead of
a linear plot, we get a swirl of remembrances mixed with thoughts that
push the book forward. We get conversations not between characters,
but as they occur in one character's head. We get point-of-view shifts
without chapter or paragraph breaks.
These are all decisions Woolf made when telling her story. So, if a
book is made up of thousands of decisions, what decisions did Woolf
make for To the Lighthouse in order for it to end up the way it did?
First off, it isn't structured into conventional chapters which delineate the story in the mind like rungs on a ladder, climbing chapter to
chapter to reach a satisfying conclusion. Instead, the book is like a
shape-shifting orbital mass of multicolored clay, clumped together and
being constantly massaged in the mind. Despite the narrative derangement, the novel still has simple elements. As far as plot is concerned, the
simplicity is implied right in the title. Will the Ramsays ever get to the
lighthouse? The answer, of course, is yes, but only after ten years, three
deaths in the family, a war to end all wars, and the decaying of the house
itself. But that simple dramatic urge to go to the lighthouse presented in
the first line of the book is achieved at the end. It is movement. It is dramatic action and reaction.
Woolf could have shaped the story in a more structurally conventional way, in order to create the emotion and feeling of the devastation
she is trying to convey. Instead, the book is balanced in three parts like
a teeter-totter. The Window, which is the dramatically heftier of the
parts, takes up one side. Time Passes functions as the axle the board
teeters on. The Lighthouse is the smaller part that The Window tries
(and fails) to fling up into the air.
The Lighthouse has weight, but it's the weight of resolution (did it
ever come?) and endings. The Window is arguably the most dramatic of
the parts because it's where we get the most action. There is the juxtaposing of Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe, the conflicting notions
regarding love, marriage, and family in Mrs. Ramsay's mind. It's the part
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of the book with the most life. Woolf did this intentionally to cast drama
on the other areas of the book when everything had changed. The
Window was the lives that were changed in motion.
Structurally, the Lighthouse section is almost a parody of The
Window. Or, at the very least, a mirror. This is from the beginning of The
Lighthouse:
There was this expedition-they were going to the
Lighthouse, Mr. Ramsay, Cam, and James. They should
have gone already-they had to catch the tide or something. And Cam was not ready and James was not ready
and Nancy had forgotten to order the sandwiches and Mr.
Ramsay had lost his temper and banged out of the room.
"What's the use of going now?" he had stormed.
That beginning mirrors the start of The Window, some 146 pages
earlier, in the first line of the book:
"Yes, of course, if it's fine tomorrow," said Mrs. Ramsay.
"But you'll have to be up with the lark," she added.
To her son these words conveyed an extraordinary
joy, as if it were settled, the expedition were bound to
take place, and the wonder to which he had looked forward, for years and years it seemed, was, after a night's
darkness and a day's sail, within touch.
Just the repetition of the word "expedition" shows that Woolf used
those two parts as parallels. James figures into both scenes. But now,
instead of Mrs. Ramsay's blanket of motherly optimism, we feel the full
rawness of Mr. Ramsay: "'What's the use of going now?' he had stormed."
These three parts create a balance that comes in threes: a beginning,
a middle, and an end. Woolf, of course, subverts the structure of previous modes of writing by making the middle, probably the most dramatic portion of the story (the three deaths, war) the shortest. Most
writers would take that and make it the bulk of their book. But with To
the Lighthouse, we get the two mundane days (compared with more
"dramatic" days during war or death) in magnified detail. They encircle
such large events as if only through the mundane can we reach and
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attempt to understand the enormities of the world (wars) and the mysteries of life (death). The suffering isn't just on the battlefields and at the
graveyard; it builds, gathers force, and lives inside characters like Lily
Briscoe, who functions as more or less a repository of the Ramsays'
grief, an interpreter of their lives. The artist. Having characters who
comment on the goings on in a novel wasn't new, but the way Woolf
brought Lily Briscoe to the page was.
Instead of having characters presented and forced to interact in
order to draw out who they are and how they are different, Woolf
employs a technique that digs a little deeper. Compare and contrast the
inner musings of Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsay.
She could see it all so clearly, so commandingly, when
she looked: it was when she took her brush in hand that
the whole thing changed. It was in that moment's flight
between the picture and her canvas that the demons set
on her who often brought her to the verge of tears and
made this passage from conception to work as dreadful
as any down a dark passage for a child. Such she often
felt herself-struggling against terrific odds to maintain
her courage; to say: "But this is what I see; this is what I
see," and so to clasp some miserable remnant of her
vision to her breast, which a thousand forces did their
best to pluck from her. And it was then too, in that chill
and windy way, as she began to paint, that there forced
themselves upon her other things, her own inadequacy,
her insignificance ... and had much ado to control her
impulse to fling herself ... at Mrs. Ramsay's knee and
say to her-but what could one say to her? "I'm in love
with you?" No, that was not true. "I'm in love with this
all," waving at the hedge, at the house, at the children.
Woolf intends early on (page 19) to have Lily and Mrs. Ramsay as
opposites. Artist versus mother. Solitude versus family. But, as we see
later, Lily isn't the only one with miseries and insecurities. Here's Mrs.
Ramsay later on in the book:
There it was before her-life. Life, she thought-but
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she did not finish her thought. She took a look at life, for
she had a clear sense of it there, something real, something private, which she shared neither with her children
nor with her husband. A sort of transaction went on
between them, in which she was on one side, and life was
on another, and she was always trying to get the better of
it, as it was of her; and sometimes they parlayed (when
she sat alone); there were, she remembered, great reconciliation scenes; but for the most part, oddly enough, she
must admit that she ... called life terrible, hostile, and
quick to pounce on you if you gave it a chance. There
were the eternal problems: suffering; death; the poor ....
And then she said to herself, brandishing her sword at
life, Nonsense. They will be perfectly happy. And here
she was, she reflected, feeling life rather sinister again,
making Minta marry Paul Rayley; because whatever she
might feel about her own transaction, she had had experiences which need not happen to every one .... she was
driven on, too quickly she knew, almost as if it were an
escape for her too, to say that people must marry; people
must have children.
Woolf made these decisions and brought the characters to the page
in such a way because it achieves the emotions she wishes to express,
feelings about marriage, family, and, of course, how people deal with the
most haunting question: What is life and how should I live it? This question is mostly Woolf's. But in an attempt to make sense of such insoluble
mysteries, Woolf works it out imaginatively, and these two characters,
Lily and Mrs. Ramsay, appear. As attempts to push further and plumb
the depths of other questions, other characters, situations, and landscapes emerge. They come out on the page and the story begins organically to take shape. It is in this way that the final work of art, what
readers eventually experience, is a process of narrowing for the artist.
What starts behind them in that realm of the eternal imagination, large
and mysterious, comes out on the page as particulars. It's then that the
real world as it hums along on the other side of our metaphorical fence
becomes important. To transfer these big and mysterious feelings on one
side of the fence and give them meaning on the page, writers have to
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endow figures from the world they sprung from, and focus them on the
page in order to give birth to the characters and situations. It's usually
why what ends up on the page is there.
In the case of To the Lighthouse, Woolf builds these two characters,
Lily and Mrs. Ramsay, half out of the world with which she is intimately
familiar: women of a certain social class in England at a certain time.
But she also imbues them with all that strange glow of the other realm.
That strange glow is also present in the great nineteenth century realist
works of Flaubert, Tolstoy, Dickens, but it had been greatly diffused by
the time it reached the page. Woolf, though, lets the brightest of light
through. She gives us characters as they are assembled in dreams, not as
they would be cerebrally reported. Instead, we get the two passages
above, where we're not just getting descriptions of how they are, what
they think, and how they act. We are brought inside the two women,
into what they are, Woolf positioned on the inside working her way out,
as opposed to the previous mode of starting on the outside and working
your way m.
Working with these types of characters within the structural framework (One Day, Ten Years, One Day), Woolf employs a style that is precise to say the least. She plays with elements of time in scenes, going into
thoughts and memories, sometimes the language itself sustaining
moments long and short where only a few snatches of dialogue are
exchanged. One day takes 124 pages. Ten years, thirty pages. The words
on the page are rarely there to move the plot along in storytime. If they
are, they are joined with thoughts and reflections of whatever character
we are viewing the story through. An example of this is seen when the
point of view is with Lily Briscoe in The Lighthouse section:
So they're gone, she thought, sighing with relief and
disappointment. Her sympathy seemed to be cast back
on her, like a bramble sprung across her face. She felt
curiously divided, as if one part of her were drawn out
there-it was a still day, hazy; the Lighthouse looked this
morning at an immense distance.
Everywhere thoughts and feeling collide and join with the actual
events of what is going on, and we get "Her sympathy seemed to be cast
back on her, like a bramble sprung across her face." Instances like this
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abound in To the Lighthouse. They are examples of how Woolf merged
poetry with narrative. The bramble comes to life, though it is a
metaphor, and yet we are still in an important moment in the story, Lily
reacting to James's finally getting to the lighthouse. This style of writing
is how Woolf builds an entire nuanced day, filled with complexity,
whether it be internal or external, and brings it to the page.
What's on the page in To the Lighthouse is a series of layers, the
exploration of what binds people together, friends and family. The physical world in which they live is part of this connection too: the seashore,
the lighthouse in the distance, the house, the sand. All of these elements
are colliding with each other, weaving together in the minds of the characters and, ultimately, collecting in the mind of the reader. They swirl
together to form a dynamic world which is never static, never not
movmg.
And it's all in the details. Woolf weaves language as delicately as Mrs.
Ramsay knits socks; every strand has a shape and feel to it, nothing is left
out as these pools of people stride in and out of each other's thoughts. We
are in the middle of everything, but not on the surface where people are
talking. It's as if we're down in the very pit of the characters.
Woolf gets a taut yet fluid sort of effect that brings a startling delicacy to the most seemingly mundane situations such as cutting pictures
out of a magazine, eating dinner, or, for example, Mrs. Ramsay reading
a poem:
[It] began washing from side to side of her mind rhythmically, and. as they washed, words, like little shaded
lights, one red, one blue, one yellow, lit up in the dark of
her mind ...
The very act of reading a poem, which would be a pretty boring scene
in say, a movie, becomes poetry itself. Everything that is going on is not
what we see. It's happening just below the hum and buzz of polite and
mannered conversation, in the minds of the characters. This book is
about the roiling mess of what is going on inside the characters, as
opposed to what they are doing at the seashore or the dinner table.
To the Lighthouse seems to be a work of art begun at the inside of
something, whereas conventional fiction, up until the time Woolf sat down
to write, was reported from the outside, more or less like journalism.
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Woolf begins her work at the core of life and pushes outward like lava
erupting from a volcano. The methods and techniques that had been
used in fiction since the early days of novels like Don Quixote were no
longer expressive of the world as it seemed to the artist. The French poet
Arthur Rimbaud claimed that to write poetry, to tap into that eternal
imagination beyond the hum and buzz of life and the world, the poet
had to go through a process of "the derangement of all the senses." By
the time we get to fiction in the Twentieth Century, writers like Virginia
Woolf applied this to fiction, deranging the narrative. To the Lighthouse
is a prime example.
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Blown Apart
Maggie Ritchie

NICK CHEWED ON HIS LIP AND SQUINTED HIS EYES. HE WOULDN'T FOLD

under the pressure this time and lose all the men he lost before. He
decided, no, judged-as this was (like many of his judgments) one made
in a snap-to move his artillery over the borders into Kamchatka. Sure,
it was risky, but that was the name of the game. He rolled three dice and
said, "Kamchatka's off! Maggie, bring it."
The aim of the game is to take over the world. You roll the dice with
whoever owns the country you want to take, and pretend each die is a
man. The higher rolls always win. So it has a lot to do with luck. But
strategy is involved, too, and this is the best you can do: just build up on
Alaska and Kamchatka. What that means is, you probably have a hold
on North America. And from there it's easy to get a hold of South
America, then Africa, which is like, nothing. By then you have, like, a
thousand guys just sitting on their laurels in Asia, and anyone else in Asia
will no doubt have all their men spread out over many countries, and the
rest is cake. Strategy. And no, I didn't come up with it on my own like
you might have guessed. I learned it when I was playing for my first time.
It was back home, in high school, with my friend Katherine and her
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boyfriend and his little brother, Kevin. It got down to me and Kevin,
which is pretty amazing for it having been my first time, and he told me
his strategy. What does that mean when they're winning? It's something
that villains do in Bond movies. Anyway, he did win, and when he won,
he shouted out, "Yeah! I won against a fat girl! Yeah!" And I'll tell you
what. I vowed right then and there that no little fuck-stain like him
would win a game of Risk when they played against me. Ever.
I raised an eyebrow and said, "Are you sure you want to start a
battle you can't finish, Moose?" That's another silly thing, see, we all got
a little involved in our Risk games. It got to the point where we had
names for each other. Nick was Mussolini, Ike was Stalin, Myk was
Napoleon on account of how short he was, and CJ was Switzerland on
account of he never played. Me? I was Hitler.
I'd had a fucking alliance with Nick, and just like history, just like
always, he turned. But he'd pay. I'd even been nice, which wasn't like me
in Risk. I was Hitler because I was ruthless and would win or die trying,
but I'd let him have a few countries by bargaining. This was mainly
because that lip chewing thing he did, the pushing up his glasses with
one finger, it did something to me. Sure, it made me want to punch him,
but it also made me weak in the knees. Not to mention, I really like not
losing. I just wanted to make it so he wouldn't attack Kamchatka. See,
Nick had no strategy. His strategy was just kill, kill, kill, but you'll never
hold on to Asia if you just go at it willy-nilly. He had to learn.
He had one cannon against my seven horses, two cannons, and three
guys. I demolished them with a roll of the dice.
"You really want to challenge me again?"
"Yeah, man, you're just gonna lose," Myk said.
There was no swaying him. He was always willing to go out on a
limb, always doing stupid shit on a long shot.
He pushed up his glasses with his pointer finger and blinked. "Yeah,
I'm sure."
He rolled three dice again and got two fours and a six. I got a six
and a five.
"Suck on that!" I yelled.
I plopped myself down on the couch over C]'s legs. I knew I had
enough time before my next turn. My red pieces were across the board,
and all my borders now had Nick's gold pieces shaking in their tiny
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metal boots.
"Who's winning?" CJ asked without looking up from his laptop.
"I am," I said.
"Nuh-uh," Nick said, "Clearly, there's more yellow on the board
than red. Clearly." He never had anything clever to say unless they were
my words, like "clearly."
"Clearly, Nick, CJ did not ask who had the most men on the board,
but who was winning. Clearly, Nick, clearly, it's me."
Nick laughed his big ha-has.
"Come on, baby, it's your turn." Myk pulled on Ike's arm.
"Hang on, darling, I'll be two shakes of a lion's tail," he said, and
brought a pipe to his mouth. Then, after letting it soak into him, he
exhaled with a loud sigh. He slid over to the coffee table where the great
map lay.
"Wait, where am I going? Oh, yes. Madagascar."
Myk sat up like a dog that heard its name. "That's me! That's my
last country-please, please don't!"
"This is the only way, Michael. Besides, it's still possible that you'll
win." He rolled all three dice, triple sixes. He almost always rolled triple
sixes. "Tell the devil you don't know me."
Myk rolled one die-as he only had one guy left to defend-and got
a four. It was hopeless with Ike. Unless you were me. Myk pouted.
"Awwww, please! One more roll! One more roll!"
"Them's the rules," Nick said, pushing up his glasses again. "Now
it's just me and Maggie and Ike."
"Well, I gotta go anyway," Myk pouted. I have this humungo paper
to write."
"Humungo?"
"Yeah, humungo. All right, see you guys later."
As soon as the door slammed, CJ came out of his laptop stupor and
folded it shut. "God, I thought he'd never leave."
"I know, right?" I said, falling back to the table. "Well, I might as
well take you out, since you had the gall to attack the mighty kingdom
of Kamchatka!"
Nick ha-had again and picked up the victim dice.
"Aha, just one. You have one guy there."
"Whatever."
I rolled and won. This went on. We got tired of rolling dice and
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rolling dice and finally, we just sort of unofficially called off the game,
which pissed me off, because you put all this effort into this game, and
then it's just gone as soon as CJ and Ike started passing out. Once they
were asleep, it was just me and Nick watching TV.
God, I was such an idiot. Nick was a cute, cute boy. If Jason Priestly
and Morrissey had a baby, it would be Nick, except he has no musical
talent whatsoever. Maybe he gets that from Jason. You should see him
dance, it's like, if Ross and Monica suddenly became retarded. That bad.
Anyway, he does have this really sweet smile, and he's 6'3"-six feet
three. That's one foot and two inches taller than me.
I open with, "So what's your favorite color?" Like anybody ever got
laid with, "What's your favorite color?"
"Blue," he says, of course. Because you're such a boy, Nick, because
your cock is so big that you have to have blue for your favorite color.
"OK, be right back."
I started crocheting him a hat that night. You should see the size of
this guy's head. It's huge, man. Massive. Had it done in just under half
an hour, and he laughed ha-ha at me for being able to, but he took it and
never wore it.

If you're going to blow a guy, the first thing you need is the right
mindset. Don't expect it to taste good, don't expect it even to be fun.
Clear your mind, think of your favorite song. Something good and
American. "The Star Spangled Banner" is best, as it has many verses.
Think altruism. Think selflessness. Think Ann Coulter. Picture yourself
bringing him his slippers and his gin and tonic after you've been vacuuming in stilettos all day, because you're not the important one here.
At the same time, you have to make him believe you want to do this,
that his dick tastes like creme brulee. But you can't just go for it all at
once. Make him want it. Tie him up. Suck on something, lollipops, popsicles, hot dogs, whatever. Get him started with your hand. The closer
you get him to orgasm, the less time you have to give actual head, and
the more you'll look like a rock star. Trick of the Trade/Time Saving
Technique: Make the "Live long and prosper" sign with your left hand
(right if you're a lefty), making a V between your middle and ring fingers.
Press down gently, yet firmly, on the pubic area around the base of the
penis. That keeps all the blood from draining, leading to a faster orgasm.
Once you've given him enough torture-"Baby, please, I'm begging
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you, please let me put it in you" -lick the head of the penis just as if it
were a jawbreaker and you need to get to the middle quickly. He'll practically be pulling your head to him. Resist until he gives up, then down
that Johnson like it's your last meal. However, make sure you're gentle.
This is where most gals mess up. Not too much pressure, no actual
sucking, and I shouldn't even have to say this, but for God's sake, no
teeth, ladies.
On spitting and swallowing: Men love nothing more than marking
their territory, so if you can stomach it, swallow whenever possible unless
he doesn't warn you. Then, you have the right to spit it back at him. Be
sure to include a loogey. But most guys have the common decency to
warn you beforehand. Remember how nutritious semen is. If you include
it in your breakfast shake every morning, you hair will grow shinier, your
nails stronger. Do not expect it to taste like a milkshake, because it won't.
Do your best to get it off your tongue and down your throat as quickly
as possible, like medicine.
Should you choose to let him come elsewhere, pretend it's the goddamn fountain of youth and you're just so glad to be touching his spunk.
Think spilled milk. Think warm, thick rain. Think Old Faithful.
Why? Why do it, you ask? See, most people consider this sort of
third-base action to be lesser than actual penis-vagina intercourse. They
hand out blow jobs like candy on Halloween. The only reason that it's
thought of as anything less than sex is the smaller risk. You can't get
pregnant from a blow job. But really, blow jobs take dedication, love,
trust. If you give a guy a beej, you're saying, "I love you enough not to
come. I trust you to say when. I love you enough to put my mouth on
your nether regions." I suggest reading If You Give a Mouse a Cookie.
It's a similar prospect. If you give a guy a blow job, he'll want sex. If you
give him sex, he might just want a relationship, and if you give him a
relationship, you might just get love.
Stop right there. Don't say that this line of thinking is pathetic. It
isn't. Men do the same thing. They plan and connive until they get into
our panties. We might just as well have something to show for it.
In any case, you may not get the medal of honor you deserve. You
may not even get so much as a thanks or a pat on the back, but remember
the concept of selfless service. You instantly win, as you will-at the very
least-be the topic of many a conversation in the locker room, around
the water cooler, at the bar. You are now an all-American hero.
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I twist the nut that holds the handlebars to the stem with the new
Ikea wrench that my brother just bought me. The nut is rusted to the
handlebars, and it takes real muscle to turn it. It is now that I know I
am in; I am really taking Nick's bike apart.
Tighten it up and let it go.
Shut up. I creak the handlebars off the stem and throw them onto
my floor. It feels good to have part of it gone. The bike has no handbrakes. A grown man actually paid money for a rusty bike with
backpedal brakes.
You'll never be able to put it back together.
Shut. Up. Next, it's the shitty kickstand. It seems the bike is mostly
held together with rust. From there, I twist the nut that holds the front
wheel onto the fork.
What if you put it back together and the nut is too loose, and he
can't steer right, and he dies in a bloody car accident, like that one guy
in your gym class? He used to be cute. Now he has no front teeth.
Serves him right, no teeth. Next, the back wheel. I'm not expecting
the cog. It's tangled in a mess with the back wheel and the chain and the
pedals. I have to dismantle the pedals.
There's grease on your carpet. And for what? Because he won't call
you after you blew him? You were his best friend. He's in Rhode Island.
What is he supposed to do?
Well, there's no going back now. There's no going back. Oh, my god,
there's no going back. I don't know how to put a bike back together. I'm
not my brother, I'm not my father. I don't have a mechanical mind. Wait,
what am I saying? He deserves this, at least. At least. Guys get away with
this shit all the time. We shouldn't let them.
What, now I'm supposed to side with you because of feminism? You
know we hate women.
Yeah, I know. I'm not starting any revolutions. Especially not by
taking his bike apart. But now I'm this horrible, vindictive bitch. I hate
vindictive bitches.
Well, you're too far into it now. Maybe you'd better finish the job.
Yeah, may be I better.
You 're really awful for going through his stuff, you know.
Yeah, I know.
You 're pretty much pure evil for buying two different kinds of tape
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so he won't notice that you fucked with his boxes.
Well, maybe he should have thought about that before he left all of
his shit here and then used me for sex-no, not sex, a lousy beej.
What's a guy supposed to do? You were cuddling.
We've been cuddling for two years now. Not to mention he kissed
me-he started it.
Seriously, what are you, Dido? Let's just be glad he didn't leave a
sword.
Besides, remember in that box, how he had that screenplay that was
like, Pearl Harbor in five minutes or less? God, that was horrible.
Ha ha, yeah. Only he'd say "haaarrible." Like it was an A instead of
an 0.
God, shut up.
And remember the way he breathes? It's all heavy and annoying, but
somehow calming.
Yeah, I remember. Can you not be a dick?
But he hung your paintings! You had that picture of your cat in a
dress in the cupboard until he came in all manly, and hung them all on
your walls.
He didn't even ask where I wanted them.
So what? It's the gesture that counts.
Yeah, it's the gesture.
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The Sound of Fight
Ilana Shabanov

I KEEP THE MEMORIES OF WHEN MY MOTHER WAS SICK TUCKED AWAY LIKE OLD
stock footage. Instances flash through my mind in various editions;
sometimes they are grainy and raw, other times they are vibrant and polished, like I am watching them through a looking glass. Yet, almost
always, she is very still, her small frame supine in foreign beds.
I never understood why hospitals are always stark and white. I can
appreciate the appearance of sterility, but the similarity to the decorating
scheme of the Hereafter strikes me as morbidly ironic. I spent over
twelve months in a fog of colorless rooms and hallways, each one with
its own lifeless linoleum blueprint.
My mother had been a smoker since she was fifteen. It wasn't until
decades later that she decided she would begin keeping track of things
through annual chest x-rays. I think she kept the searing image of my
paternal grandfather's x-ray as a morbid reminder. By the time he went
in, it looked like a grapefruit had taken residence in his chest. She wanted
to be proactive: no sudden development of foreign fruit for her. We had
years of blissfully uneventful results. This time would not be one of them.
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It was a small shadow. Unless a tiny person was standing in her
chest, there was no reason for that shadow to be there.
She decides to call me at work to tell me the results. Phones are
ringing all around me, people calling to plan weddings and birthdays. I
assure her it is probably nothing, and she agrees. I do this because it is
what we need to hear right now, both of us sitting at different desks, in
different offices, miles apart.
When I hang up the phone, I go back to working on contracts for
the catering company, returning phone calls, placing orders with rental
companies-moving, moving. I started moving that afternoon and
didn't stop.
When sickness enters the picture, time takes on a life of its own. You
reach a point when you can track the changing shape of your life in the
span of a week. There is a moment when you stop and think, last
Wednesday, none of this existed. I was having soup and I knew where I
was going to be the next day. The air around you stands still, and the
only proof that you are not floating is that you can still feel the floor
beneath you.
Round One
It was in the car ride to the first doctor that she showed her first sign
of insecurity. She was driving, my car having inconveniently broken down
the day before. We were at a stoplight, the early autumn sun baking us
through the windshield. I could feel the tension swelling in my chest when
she began speaking, still looking straight ahead at the traffic light.
"I think it's lung cancer. I know it is, I can just feel it." Her voice was
decisive, her words perfunctory.
All of a sudden I felt a surge through my body, as if someone had
plugged me in. A prickly sweat broke out under my arms. I hated her for
saying it. Now it was out there, floating around like some kind of virus.
"Don't say that. Please don't ever say that again-you can't." My
voice came out sounding like Flipper's, a high-pitched porpoise squeal
of desperation. My reasoning skills had momentarily regressed to those
of a five-year-old. If you don't say it, it isn't true. I closed my eyes and
chanted to myself, lalalalalala.
The first doctor was a joke wrapped in a bow of condescension. She
told us it was probably just a fungal infection, a result of living in an
urban landscape. She prescribed a month's worth of Levaquin, an antibi-
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otic, and sent us on our way. I think she must have thought that we came
from some kind of coal-mining town, or we spent weekends spelunking
in remote, asbestos-filled caves. She immediately made it to the top of
our list of "People Who Should Leave the Medical Profession and
Become Wal-Mart Greeters." To this day my mother goes on a tenminute tirade when the infamous doctor's name is mentioned.
Round Two
A month and some odd days later, my mother was craving a solid
answer, something tangible. As the front desk manager at an oncologist's
office, she was privy to a parade of deteriorating patients each day. I
think she began to see the safety line separating herself from them
slowly become translucent. It was then that she sat down with one of
her favorite doctors in the office and decided to take her detective work
to the next level. In a matter of days, we would receive more tangible
information than we had room for.
In the medical world, the PET scan is the determining factor in diagnosing any cancerous growths. If anything "lit up" on this imaging test,
you could sign yourself up for a new team jersey.
I went in to work that day completely oblivious to my surroundings.
Every time a phone call was transferred to my desk, panic shot through
my system and knocked the air from my lungs. This could be the call.
By late afternoon, I was a raw bundle of nerves. Then the call came
through to my phone. Our receptionist announced, "It's your mother on
line three." I stood there, staring at the blinking red light, my heartbeat
rapidly out of its usual rhythm.
"Hey, so what's going on?" My voice came quick and anxious
through the mouthpiece.
"Yep. It's positive. It lit up like a Christmas tree. It's strange-it
looks like a tiny, black bullet hole through my right lung." Her voice
held the kind of familiar calm it had when she was in full taskmaster
mode. I remember she employed this same voice when I was ten, the day
my father died. This was the sound of forced control.
"Where are you? I'm coming right now." I didn't care if Mrs.
Rosenburg needed brisket for Sabbath; I couldn't be there.
I told my boss that I was leaving and bolted out the door. I sped
towards the expressway only to meet a wall of rush-hour traffic. That's
when the first wave hit me, merging onto the Edens Expressway, heading
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west toward Melrose Park. I sat, gripping the steering wheel until my
knuckles grew white, and then I screamed. I opened my mouth and
unleashed a sound I hadn't made since I was a little kid. It took a moment
for the tears to come, like that first moment after a deep cut, where the
wound stays dry and white before it releases a deluge of blood.
When I reached the cancer center, it was approaching early evening,
the sun casting long shadows across the atrium. I found my mother sitting in a waiting-room chair upholstered in soothing pastels, with a
stack of papers and her infamous notebook cradled in her arms. She was
a master note-taker, the result of missing her true calling as a researcher.
She stood up, and I walked over and wrapped my arms around her.
She smelled like amber perfume and cigarettes, warm and familiar.
"We're going to sit down with Dr. Leicester. He stayed late so he
could talk to us before we go back to the office." She was already
bumped to the front of the line, simply because she works for their practice. We were Oncology VIPs.
We didn't talk about how we felt; it was understood. We were both
scared shitless-there was no way around it. I knew we were both
thinking about my grandfather, Abba; we were already making silent
compansons.
That evening was a crash course in cancer. We were given a synopsis
of medical journals, possible procedures and treatments, success rates,
and various pamphlets. It was like watching an entire season of ER on
fast forward. As we went from one office and one doctor to another, my
head was swimming. Both doctors were partners in the practice, and
each had their own explanation. I learned how to ask the doctors to help
me truly to understand: "Explain this to me like I'm a ten-year-old." And
so they did. They were kind and empathetic, and they were honest about
every ugly bit of it.
On our last stop of the evening, we stood in a darkened conference
room, staring at an illuminated wall of films.
"See, right there. One, two." Dr. Edwards pointed with her pen. The
whole office was empty, save for us three. Everyone else had gone home
to their families and their lives. I stood staring at the wall, blinking

under the dull gray light.
My mother had T4, Adeno-Carcinoma. Non-small cell. There were
two infinitesimal nodules embedded in her lung. The good news was
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that they were contained and her lymph-nodes were clear, our silver
lining in this beast of a cloud.
Round Three
We found the best cardiothoracic surgeon and scheduled her surgery
for a week after her fifty-second birthday. Two days after her birthday, my
Great-uncle Joe, on my mother's side, passed away at home from lung
cancer. It had spread to his bones. He had only been diagnosed three
months earlier. The cloud kept growing over our heads as we tried keeping
my mother's surgery low key, so my family could mourn Uncle Joe.
The day of her surgery, I met my grandparents at the hospital. The
surgical nurses had my mother in a presurgery holding area that was
curtained off. She sat blinking in a bed, inadequate blankets covering
her. It's always cold in hospitals, and they never seem to have enough
blankets.
I sat on the edge of her tiny bed, stroking her hair and trying to look
confident. She did the same. I don't think I could have assumed an air
of collectedness if I were in her place. The air felt surreal so early in the
morning. There was no sense of time, no windows where we were, just
the low hum of electricity.
When the operating room was ready for her, my grandparents kissed
her and wished her luck. They left my mother and me alone so we could
have a moment. She was already wearing a little cap and booties, all
dressed up in various shades of faded blue.
"Everything is going to be OK. We've survived a lot worse. We're
fighters, us two girls. Now go in there, and kick some ass." All of a
sudden I was channeling dialogue from some bad action movie. But
really, what do you say in these moments?
"Oh yeah, I will. You know I always do. I'll see you in a little while,
probably drugged out of my mind." She gave a quick smile and squeezed
my hand. Hers was soft and cold.
We said our "I love yous," and they wheeled my mother through a
set of large, double doors.

Her surgery was successful. The surgeon removed the entire upper
lobe of her right lung, taking the two foreign nodules with it. He felt positive about her prognosis. Positive had become a big thing: stay positive,
think positive, be positive. That proved to be quite the challenge, considering partial organ removal tends not to bask in the light of positivity. I
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kept meandering toward the ridiculous in my mind when I thought of
the kinds of things family members have to hear:
"Well, Mrs. Smith, we have removed your husband's entire central
nervous system. We feel really positive about his recovery, and so should
you." Right on, you think to yourself. Excellent news indeed.
She only stayed in the hospital for four days. The scar was only acrescent moon under her breast. I expected grandiose markings of battle, but
there was only a graceful sliver to remember. She was mostly unhappy
about the small scar left near her collar bone, below her throat. It was
from the bronchoscopy, and she would spend hours finding necklaces to
camouflage what she didn't want to explain. From the outside, to me, she
still looked like my mother, and that was my benchmark of success.
We had a moment, when she was still in the hospital. She doesn't
remember, like so much of that time when I was her eyes and ears. She
wanted to take a shower but couldn't because of all of her dressings and
tubes. So I took her to the bathroom, wheeling her chest-tube machines
and IV pole and God knows what else along with us.
"You don't have to do this. I don't want to embarrass you." This
coming from the most immodest woman I know.
"Oh, please, whatever. Go stand by the sink and I'll get you some
clean robes to change into." I wanted to do this for her, needed to.
I got her shampoo and some soap and gently helped her bathe. I bent
her small head over the sink and lathered her silvery hair.
"That feels nice. Thank you, sweetheart." Her voice came dreamy
and soft, echoing in the sink.
I helped her dress and get back into bed, arranging her pillows under
her damp head. She fell asleep within moments, low rumblings of her
breath raising the blankets rhythmically. I remember this moment above
so many others. Here I was, an adult, and I was bathing my mother.
Round Four
She was healing nicely. Besides being exhausted, her recovery began
to seem tangible; we could almost hold it in the palms of our hands.
We went to her follow-up exam with the surgeon a few weeks later
to check on her prognosis. We both went in feeling confident, perhaps

even a bit cocky. And then came the sucker punch.
"Because of how we staged your cancer, the committee felt we
should be proactive and prescribe a round of chemotherapy. We think
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it's always best to cover all our bases." He looked on at us expectantly.
"It's really a very routine follow-up to your surgery. Since your prognosis was so good, we might as well do our best to keep it that way." He
didn't flinch, which made it all the more difficult because he was so
uncharacteristically kind for a surgeon. He reminded my mother and me
of a favorite cousin.
He gave us the information for the oncologist across the street and
wished us the best of luck, told us to call him if we should need anything, even just to let him know how things were coming along.
My mother grabbed my arm on the way to the elevator.
"I don't want to do this. I didn't expect this. No one ever mentioned
chemo. I don't want to be sick, Ilana. I don't want to lose my hair." Her
face had become slack, her eyes beginning to tear.
"I need to call Dr. E. right now. I need to know what she thinks. I
want to go across the street and see this oncologist right now." She was
starting to cry now, getting into the elevator.
I didn't know what to do, so I followed her across the street in the
cold, January air. Her tears weren't just out of fear or sadness, but anger.
She was angry, for the first time in all of this.
When we reached the office, my mother called her beloved Dr. E, our
champion, our ally. She had been mothering us through this mess since
that first night in the conference room. It was her words alone that my
mother trusted.
"I think it would be in your best interest to do the treatments. It
would be silly not to at this point. We want to do everything possible to
ensure that no cancer cells are floating around in there." She was, as
always, succinct in her explanation and delivery. I could see our Dr. E.
on the phone, her black bob falling in her face, fiddling with the lipstick
she always kept in her pocket.
We decided then. I told Mom, my mother, "Please don't be stubborn
about this. I need you to be realistic." I helped convince her because I
was selfish, because I was not ready to lose her, not like this. We made
the appointment for the end of January.

Round Five
I insisted I would be with her for that first treatment. I told my boss
he could fire me, but there was no way I was letting my mother, my only
parent, do this without me.
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It wasn't enough that she had to be fed poison that day, but the
nurses at the oncology office encouraged her to have a port-catheter
installed to make her treatments easier. Most people run out of veins
quickly running the chemo through a standard IV. This way would be
easier for everyone involved.
I picked her up that morning and took her to the first stop on our
list: Dr. Martin. He would be installing her port, a "very simple" procedure. Nothing was simple in all of this.
Because her anatomy was somehow incongruent, something I
chalked up as par for this course, the procedure took twice as long, and
ended up being incredibly painful. Sitting out in the tiny, beige waiting
room, I could hear her just beyond the shut door, "Ow, ow, I can feel
that." She told me afterwards that Dr. Martin was practically sitting on
her, rooting around her chest trying to fit the wires in properly. I just sat
helplessly on the other side of the door, unable to hold her hand like I
know she would do for me.
When we finally made it to the oncology office after the prolonged
installation of the "keg tap" (our own term of endearment), she was
broken and exhausted. We took a seat in the waiting room while they
got ready for her in back. There we were, all of a sudden it seemed, sitting in a room filled with people my mother used to make appointments
for, with many of whom she was friendly. We both kept shifting in our
chairs, that natural fight-or-flight response mud-wrestling in our guts. I
wanted to grab her hand and bolt out the door, but my ass wouldn't
move from the seat cushion. Instead, I sat flipping through one of the
magazines my mother had brought for the office; even with all of this
shit, she insisted on bringing all of her old magazines for the office
waiting room so there would be something decent for people to read.
All of the "girls" in the back, the nurses and technicians, had been
waiting for us. They had made sure she had one of the small rooms,
instead of having to sit with other patients out in the main room. As we
sat down, we were loaded with all sorts of brochures and goody bags
holding hand lotion, lollipops, lip balm, and washcloths. Who would
know there was so much swag to be had from a doctor's office?
They brought out the IV pole and the first small bag. This would
keep her from getting nauseated. My mother explained this to me as
though she were walking another patient through the steps, not herself.
I nodded, rubbing my palm across her back. I kept reaching into my
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arsenal of memories from when I was little. I recalled the small things
she would do for me when I was afraid or sick, and let them work their
way out through my fingertips, trying to mimic her way of soothing. The
second bag was the chemo. When they went to hang it, I felt my blood
go cold. For something so potent, it looked mockingly innocent. We sat
back on the bed together, while the nurses came in to chat. My eyes kept
wandering over to the drip-drip-dripping through the suspended bag,
down the long, clear tube into her chest.
Before this began, I had been imagining this visceral, gruesome procedure, but it was all very civilized. It was the knowledge of what was
dripping that made us careful not to become cavalier. You just don't
become flippant about this kind of toxin in relation to your body. I don't
think you would find survivors of Three Mile Island or of Chernobyl
throwing caution to the wind and capriciously snacking on paint chips.
About three hours later, they unhooked my mother. She looked the
same as when we came in, only now she had a Band-Aid over her new
port-catheter. She was holding an ice pack over her tender chest. I
walked her out toward the waiting room, my one hand holding hers, my
other grasping her gift bags.
While Mom was out in front scheduling her next round of appointments, my favorite nurse, Barb, pulled me aside. She was tall with short
blond hair and was masterful at telling jokes and funny stories to help
keep our minds off the obvious.
"Don't worry, she's gonna be OK. We'll all look after her for you.
We're all here for you, too. You're not alone." She smiled reassuringly,
her arm draped around my shoulder.
That was the first time since all of this began that I heard those
words, "You're not alone"-but that was how I felt, stranded, without
a life vest.
She was only two sessions in when I took her wig-shopping. With
this particular round of chemotherapy, we were not completely sure if
she would lose all of her hair. There was even the possibility she
wouldn't lose it at all. Her short, silvery hair seemed to be hanging on
so far, but she wanted to know what her options were going to be. I
loved her hair. There was still some pepper to it, but it had gradually
turned a luminous gray over the years.
I suggested this could be her opportunity to go blond, or, perhaps,
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to try out a turban. We giggled, just as we had trained ourselves to do
when we were uncertain.
"Whatever I decide, I don't want to look like a moron," she said. We
had seen the misfortune of some who had chosen their head coverings
unwisely, other patients who sat uncertain in waiting rooms with us. My
mother and I tried our best to enter into this excursion with open minds.
The shop was small and unassuming from the outside. It appeared
to be just another quaint boutique in a small plaza. I suppose we were
both expecting something tacky and garish, straight out of a drag
queen's estate sale. Much to our relief, everything was tasteful and
unalarming-well, as unalarming as shopping for hair can be. There was
another woman at the front counter, trying on a wig that was actually
quite attractive. We smiled at her with quiet reassurance, realizing that
we were now part of an elite new group.
We made our way to the back of the shop, which was filled to the
brim with various head coverings. We had always been great shopping
buddies, always clamoring over the same pair of shoes and spraying
each other with perfume samples. Now, here we were, determined to
make no exception with this field trip.
We spent the next two hours riffling through baskets and bins filled
with hats, scarves, bandanas, and every other incarnation of head covering one could imagine. Solids were best, we decided. There were more
options to consider simple, classic colors, rather than madras or plaids.
As I helped her fit options onto her head, she would check the inside
of the hats for any of her liberated hairs. Occasionally, a few errant,
silver threads were stuck to the fabric.
"See?" she said. "It's only a few. It's not too bad yet." We picked
them out and let them shimmy to the floor.
"Maybe we should save them and make a little toupee." I smiled at
her, glancing out of the corner of my eye for her expression. A wry smile
spread across her face and she poked me in the arm with her elbow,
sticking a strand to my sweater.
In the end, she decided against the wig. My mother just couldn't
stomach the idea of having something so foreign attached to her head,
only so she could maneuver about unnoticed. I treated her to two snazzy
but understated hats.
"It's my head. I don't really care what anybody else thinks." She
made a good point. I was relieved to see her feisty side still intact. As
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long as she still voiced her opinions, she would be my mother, regardless
of what she put or didn't put on her head. At the end of the day, that
was what we both listened for, the fight in her voice.
I quit my job. I just couldn't do it anymore; I couldn't sit there at my
desk while I knew she was going through this without me. My boss
wouldn't let me take any more personal days, so my mother had
arranged for a friend of a friend to take her to appointments. I would
have her call me every Friday at work when she got home from her treatments. I couldn't justify sitting there in that goddamned office, listening
to her tired voice across the distance of the phone line. My boss didn't
seem to understand that. He didn't understand a lot of things having to
do with basic human decency, so one day I snapped, and in the fever of
an argument with him, I threw all of my belongings into a big, black
garbage bag and walked out the door. I was horrified by the uncertainty
of being jobless, but I knew I couldn't continue to live with myself if I
stayed there. I left my key card on my desk and as the door shut behind
me, I mustered up the courage to yell, "Have fun, you asshole."
I knew she was having a hard time. Her hair had thinned just a bit,
but it wasn't her looks that were bothering me. It was her health. She
was exhausted all the time and had no appetite. Her white blood cells
were dropping and she looked pale and ghostly. Two days after I quit
my job, she went into the hospital for a transfusion.
Earlier I had taken her to one of her appointments. Before they give
you a chemo treatment, they run blood labs to make sure your body is
strong enough to take it. This day, it wasn't. Her counts were low
enough that we skipped the treatment and went over to the hospital
instead.
She's tiny, my mother. At only four foot eleven, there isn't much to
her. For a transfusion of one unit of blood, we sat in a small room for
eight hours. I sat next to her the whole time, telling her stories and
making her laugh. That was my job now, to make her laugh. I finally got
her home after one o'clock in the morning. I told her I would stay with
her, even though she protested. I wouldn't leave her alone in her apartment. My husband understood when I called him. This is how things
were now, and we dealt with it as best we could. We had only been married since that September. It was almost June now.
When we got inside her apartment, she lent me a nightshirt. There
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wasn't an extra bed so I climbed in next to her. We turned the lights off
and lay there in the dark, quiet. I put my hand on her shoulder, needing
to make some kind of contact so I knew she was there in the dark.
"Thank you," she said. "I'm glad you're here." We both fell asleep in
moments.
Round Six
It was summer now, and she had lost a lot of weight. Her body was
weakened, losing the strength to endure the poisonous treatments. Her
oncologist, Dr. E., had given her a treatment to boost her white blood
cell count. As a result, my mother ended up in such excruciating pain
that the hospital admitted her for pain treatment. Very few people have
reactions to this medicine, but those who do can experience horrible
bone pain. She did. It was a normal procedure to help her system take
the last few chemo treatments. We were so close to being done with this,
but her body didn't want to fight anymore.
Right before the Fourth of July, she called me one evening after a
treatment. She was taking her temperature, like she was supposed to do,
and found she was running a fever. When it didn't go down, her doctor
directed that she be admitted to the hospital, just as a precaution.
I drove out to the suburbs from the city to take her to the hospital.
She got into my car, looking surprisingly well. It was a nice, balmy night,
and we drove with the windows open instead of using air conditioning.
"How are you feeling? Are you in pain?" I asked her, trying to watch
the road. I was getting used to these kinds of trips.
"No, not really. I'm just kind of tired, like I'm getting a cold or
something." She looked out her window at the familiar landscape: the
Metra train tracks, forest preserve, strip malls, landmarks flashing by in
the night.
When we got to the hospital, we registered her and she was in her
own room in no time. I sat with her for a little while, until she assured
me she was OK and just wanted to sleep. I diligently wrote down the
name of the nurse and all of the necessary phone numbers, and made my
way home. We were under the assumption that this was a routine visit.
Safety first.

But she was sick-really, really sick. She had a lower intestinal infection, pneumonia, and a yeast infection in her lungs. She wouldn't be
going home soon.
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There's a strange thing that happens when you find out the details
of your sickness. Once you understand what is going on, your body
seems to give in. Within a few days, she began to wither away. She was
being fed multiple IVs of antibiotics and fluids. She was dehydrated, and
she wasn't eating. At her lowest point, she weighed slightly less than
ninety-eight pounds. Each time I spoke to her on the phone, she became
more distant, more incomprehensible, mumbling nonsense into the
mouthpiece and falling asleep. Each time I walked into her room, she
seemed to disappear further into the bed sheets, only her tiny silverhaired head poking out. Her hair was one of the few identifying features
that held on.
When I wasn't with her, I was calling the nurses' station. I knew
everyone on her floor. I knew when they were changing shifts, and who
to talk to. They all loved my mother, gushing about what a good patient
she was. They just couldn't get her to eat. I would bring in anything she
might have a craving for, if she did-milkshakes, burgers, fried rice. All
of it would be meagerly picked over.
She had been in that room for so long and was beginning to get disoriented. She slept most of the time, not interested in watching television. The only visitor she allowed was me. I would sit in her dark room
in a pleather recliner and try to read. Instead, most often I would just
watch her, making sure her chest was rising and falling as it should.
I had bought her a little stuffed cat to keep her company. She missed
her cat, Sophie, so I found this floppy orange one in the gift shop to
watch over her. We nicknamed it Smelly Cat, because she would fall
asleep on it and sweat through her fever.
Everything seemed to cease that July, just slow down into a dragging
half step. I waited with her doctors to see what to do next. They had
decided she was done with her treatments. She was only two away from
finishing the complete set, but these last two were abandoned. Sixteen
would have to be the magic number instead of eighteen. We were just
fine with that.
Seventeen days. That was how long she lay in that bed, during that
last hospital stay. It took her body that long to find its way back. Her
infections had cleared up, and her chest x-rays were to the doctor's
liking. She would go home, finally, two days before my twenty-ninth
birthday.
I was a bundle of nerves on my way to pick her up from the hospital.
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I didn't know how she would be able to handle herself. My worst fear
was that this last stay would have been the one to break her, that the
woman I was going to bring home wasn't my mother anymore, just her
shell. She had been working with a physical therapist to gain back stability in her legs. She had lost muscle mass and coordination from being
in bed for so long.
When I walked into her room in the late afternoon, she was sitting
in a chair next to her physical therapist. She was slowly lifting and
bending each bird-like leg. She looked up and gave me a vague smile.
"You ready to blow this joint, lady?" I looked at her with my hands
on my hips. I was waiting for something, any kind of familiar recognition. I was listening for the sound of fight in her voice.
"Yes. Please get me the hell out of here." It was quiet and weak, but
I heard it, that one thing I know we both listened for.
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Education I Got
Jessie Tierney

I WAS RAISED IN A HORSE BARN, ON LAND THAT STRETCHED OUT FAR-THE
neighbors were just a speck on the horizon. Corn. That's all you could
see forever beyond our little parcel of grass, fence, and barn. Our house
was huge, like a giant plantation home transplanted up north. My room
was gigantic-four times the size of most of my friends' rooms, but it
didn't matter, not in the summer, because it was only the place where I
slept. And not even always-nights were warm, and if you waited past
the nine o'clock mosquitoes, you could sleep on the roof. The shingles
would keep you in place.
But during the day, I spent my time in the barn, cleaning stalls,
feeding, stacking hay, cleaning tack. The education I got came from my
mares. It came from having to be a teacher. Teaching my friends how to
act around horses so they didn't yank on Glenbrooke's tail and get
kicked in the arm, or so they wouldn't jump suddenly in front of Sunny
and make her flip her head and rip a cross-tie out of the wall. I had to
teach them how to ride and how, if you pull on the bit all the time, her
mouth'll go numb. Taught my mare that it's not acceptable to step forward unless I go first, to pause before she steps through the doorway-
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not to run, to stand and wait for me to swing the gate open all the way
before she goes out to the grass in the pasture.
My education was the summers with too much sun and bright blue
skies, warm wind, and cornstalks crinkling in the breeze. It was waking
up every morning at five to feed: one scoop oats each for Glenbrooke
and Sunny; Equine Senior and a cup of water for old Brooks, her
decaying teeth mushing on her meal; and two flakes grass hay for each
of them. The damp smell, cold in the mornings inside the barn, was
sweet with wet hay and dust. Clean stalls while they munched, the hum
of flies and the crunching of grain, one cart full of manure even before
the sun rose. Wheel the manure cart out back to the open field that took
my dad and mom a full day to mow, each of them on their separate
riders-"dueling mowers" they'd call 'em-Mom on the green one, Dad
on the red, criss-crossing the fields, making tracks of shaved grass.
Mom's bony body hunched forward, her hair all matted into a white
baseball cap, and Dad's thick belly getting in the way of turning the
wheel. I'd fling the shavings and manure out from the bucket, a new
place each time, sprinkling them evenly so Dad wouldn't yell at me
because, "How the hell do you think I'm supposed to ride over a pile of
horse shit?" Wheel the cart back into the barn, three-story lofts and sagging, crackled wood leaning in above me as I pushed my whole body
against the heavy wood slider, careful to avoid splinters on my hands.
The sun would be up fresh and the barn still damp and cool from the
night, rays of light shining through the slits where the walls had shrunk,
paint chipping off.
I'd let Brooks out first so Sunny didn't snap her teeth at her sides
when she walked through the doorway, then Sunny, halting every few
steps making sure she didn't bolt through the door, then Glenbrooke.
Didn't even have to lead her; she knew what to do and I'd clip the chain
behind. If I felt like it, sometimes I'd walk up to her and tap my foot
behind her ankles, and she'd park out so her back was low, then onetwo-three with a fistful of her back mane and a jump I'd hoist my
slender body, leg swinging first, onto her back. A press with my heels
and she'd walk around the turnout.
When I had the pasture gate open, I'd squeeze her through the
opening into a trot, my fingers lightly tangled in her mane just in case,
building speed but keeping my legs relaxed to stay balanced. Then I'd
ask her to pick up her canter, one heel dug into her side, and she'd transition so gracefully-she had been an equitation horse back in her day-
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and we'd go slowly around the pasture, her guiding her own way and
me smiling, the sun through my hair, wind on my cheeks. This, I knew,
was freedom.
On other days I'd groom her up right after I let the other two out,
hook her up in cross-ties and spend my time scratching through her
coat, making her shiny in the dark orangeish light from the old oversize
bulbs, spitting out hairs and tapping out the currycomb on the wall of
Sunny's stall. A round dimpled wad of grayish hair fell out, sprinkled
with white specks, floating to the ground. I'd brush her shiny, twice over,
so when we got out from the dim light inside the barn, she'd look like a
penny glinting in the sun. Sometimes I'd put her saddle on, raise it up
slowly, with an extra lollipop pad for her sensitive back, but most often
I'd ride her bareback-no saddle, just my seat bones pressing into her
muscle, so I could feel each of her long tendons when they tensed and
relaxed with every step, my shoulders moving in rhythm.
I liked to ride bareback out between the cornfields where there was
a narrow patch of tall grass. It would tickle the sides of my thighs
through my jods. It was good for her leg muscles, I'd decided, for her to
be trekking through these dense weeds. Her boots would be full of seed
pods and a burr or two when we'd get back to the barn.
We'd make our way slowly away from the huge white barn and it
would seem smaller, hard to see the peeling paint and rugged green shingles leaving patches in the roof when I twisted around to make sure my
parents didn't see me riding without a helmet. When we were far
enough, I'd turn back around, and she'd move freer 'cause my twisted
torso wasn't resisting anymore. Her sides were a little too fat between
my thighs, but that was OK. Rocking and dangling my feet through
rows and rows of corn and grass, my mind would just sit there, riding
along on the back of my horse, and that would be my education. How
the muscles on her neck lobbed back and forth and her black mane glistened like it was wet, and I sat heavy behind her withers and sunk in
with each step. How the land dropped off quick next to the irrigation
ditch, so I'd guide her to stay to the left. How I'd stop her and lay myself
back onto her croup, just above her tail, my hair flat against my head,
ribs stretching out, and the sun would burn my grinning face, and she'd
lower her head, pretend I wasn't even there, and grab a chunk of grass
with her bit in her mouth. Even though she knew she wasn't supposed
to, I'd let her.
And we'd return home in a sort of slow-moving bliss that happens
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when you're out in the sun for so long, rocking with the wind-waves
through the grass, and I'd rub the oval sweat marks from her back, massage a towel on the corners of her foamy mouth where the bit was,
brush her off once more, lazily this time, swinging long strokes across
her body, pick the packed dirt and rocks out of her feet, and turn her out
to pasture. If I didn't feel like going back into the coldness of our airconditioning, I'd swing a leg up and over our white pasture fence and sit
there a while, my eyes tracing the backs of my three mares, their heads
sloping to the ground, the only suggestion of time the shadows of blades
of grass and my Glenbrooke a copper penny in the sun.
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The Heart of God
Chelsea Laine Wells

DALLAS WAS TROUBLE.

She was from the poorest, roughest family in a community of
impoverished but mannered East Texas farming families. Her older sisters had scattered like dandelion seeds-one to Houston where she took
off her clothes for money, one to San Antonio where she was raising one
squalling, abused baby after another, one to sweet-Jesus-knew-where, as
Dallas's grandmother used to say.
Dallas had been an accident. She was raised in a dirt-dark house that
at one time had echoed with the shrieks and crying of her sisters railing
against her parents, but now rang silent much of the time. Dallas
haunted it like a ghost. Her hair was chopped short in the back and
uneven in the front over her straight, dark eyebrows and yellow-brown
eyes. She frowned almost constantly. Her hands stayed balled up into
fists even as she slept. Over and over she dreamed about a barn fire
she'd seen once, and the way the horses had screamed and pounded the
walls with their hooves. Kids big enough to hold their own fought with
her and she thrashed back, hard, releasing a deep, low snarl of exertion
from the base of her raw throat. She drew blood. She left marks. She car-
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ried a three-inch-long rusted nail in her back pocket or tied into the sash
of whichever stained dress she was wearing.
Dallas was friends with no one. No one hugged her. No one checked
her covers while she slept. No one made her lunch.
Annabelle had been in Miss Eiserly's fourth-grade class for three
days when Dallas fixed on her lunchbox. The lunchbox was metal, and
on the front of it was a picture of two kittens in a tipped-over basket,
one orange, one black and white. It sat in the coatroom in the back of
the class under Annabelle's hook. On Annabelle's hook was a red rain
slicker, shiny like a candy apple Dallas had seen once at the Texas State
Fair in the city she was named after. She had gone with a foster family
that she lived with for a week before her daddy got out of jail and
reclaimed her.
Annabelle was clean and her hair was long. She never talked. Being
new, she was ignorant of the social structure that existed within the
fourth grade. She was a naturally trustful little girl. Dallas watched the
other children circle around her like sharks, deciding. She watched the
lunchbox in the coatroom. She could see it from her seat, sitting flush
against the wall, perfect and unmarked by scuffs or dents, under that
shiny red rain slicker. Dallas wondered where the little girl was from
that she thought she might need a rain slicker in the fall in Texas. The
ground was cooked hard and dry as concrete.
The more Dallas stared at that lunchbox, the more she knew she
wanted it. She needed it. She wasn't even sure why. It embarrassed her
slightly. Had she ever spoken to anyone, she would not have admitted
wanting it. It was a girl thing, kittens in a basket. What Dallas really
wanted was a rifle. She told herself this, her eyes locked on that perfect
metal lunchbox, but even the thought of a rifle did not dispell the thirst
of wanting. Her need for it crouched at the back of her tongue, heavy
and tight and almost painful. It was thirst rather than hunger. Hunger is
deeper-seated, something you can bear down on and live with. Thirst is
a tickle, an itch, an ache that only compounds itself as time goes on.
Thirst kills a lot faster than hunger.
After a week, Dallas knew she had to do whatever it took to get that
lunchbox. It wouldn't be hard. Annabelle was obviously soft. She was
the type who would stand still and cry rather than coming back at you,
the type from whom you could take anything you wanted and they
would never tell. She was prey.
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At lunch Annabelle sat on the middle swing and pushed herself
lightly with her feet in her Sunday school Mary Janes. Her lunchbox was
set carefully to one side, against the metal pole of the swing set. Dallas
approached with her eyes on Annabelle but her attention focused on the
lunchbox. The sun was straight above them, and Dallas could feel it on
the top of her head like a hand. It was hot, but the heat was clean, softened by a mild wind.
Dallas was not experienced in talking to other children. She planted
herself in front of Annabelle. "I can show you something," she said,
bluntly.
Annabelle stopped the swing with one toe pointed delicately down
in the dirt, which was pulverized into a fine powder by millions of little
feet. She looked at Dallas, polite but shy. Her gaze darted away and she
smoothed her yellow dress over her knees.
"What is it?" she asked softly.
Dallas thought fast. She was making this up as she went along. "A
pond," she said. "It's enchanted. Fairies live in it." Annabelle looked at
Dallas with her head cocked.
"Fairies?" she asked.
"Yeah," Dallas said. "Near my uncle's farm. There's this pond. So do
you want to come see it? After school?" She stood heavily in front of
Annabelle. She felt strange. Annabelle had something Dallas wanted, but
it was more than that. It was how neat her clothes were, how soft her
hair was, how she didn't have any cuts or bruises. She was like a doll. A
sudden bloom of longing opened in Dallas's stomach and she resisted
the urge to knock Annabelle backwards off the swing. She didn't understand what the longing was, didn't understand what Annabelle made her
want just by sitting there and looking so carefully tended.
Annabelle tilted her head slightly down, looked at Dallas through
her eyelashes, and nodded. This was the pivotal moment-had she
turned Dallas down, she might have changed the course of everything.
Dallas might have found another way. But she did not know enough to
stay away from Dallas Allen, and she went unwarned. She agreed and
her fate locked into place, unseen and unheard, a well-oiled gun cocking
outside a closed door. The other children orbited in the distance,
watching, whispers running through them like electricity.
After school the next day, Dallas stood in the sunless dim of the coatroom and waited for Annabelle, who was straightening the contents of
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her desk. All of the other children had already flooded through the doors
and down the hallway and scattered into the outside air like water thrown
from a bucket. Dallas was standing close enough to that red rain slicker
to taste it in her nose, the glossy liquid red like spilled Halloween blood,
the plastic freshness of it as promising as a packaged toy. She watched
Annabelle's birdlike movements through the doorway to the classroom.
The slicker and the lunchbox beat with anticipation. It seemed to Dallas
that a shaft of light isolated these two objects from everything else in the
room, exalted them, like the spotlight that bathed Christ's peach-skinned
wooden body on the cross over the altar at church. Dallas was wildly but
internally impatient for Annabelle to be done.
When she finally was, she picked up the lunchbox and the handle of
it made a tentative noise, like a metal throat being cleared, quietly.
Annabelle left the slicker where it was because, as everyone knew, there
was no rain in Texas in the fall. They left the school without saying anything, Dallas leading. There was a self-conscious tension between the
two girls that neither of them understood.
The two-lane highway that led from downtown Josephine out into
the country was edged with silver trailers empty of horses, the proud,
high wooden gates and carved insignia of family ranches and farms,
occasional bull-necked grandfather-aged trees, bales of hay for sale,
tractors polished almost to newness for sale, muscle-bound Ford trucks
pasted with religious and Texas-pride bumper stickers-all the clutter of
humanity. The girls walked along the shoulder on white chalk gravel.
The passing cars dragged behind them breakers of air that soaked them
with wind and exhaust. Annabelle stuck so close to Dallas that she
stepped on the back of her heel twice and then said, "I'm sorry," in a
voice so tiny Dallas barely heard it.
Dallas's mind was nailed to the lunchbox. She could hear it ringing
off of Annabelle's leg, carelessly, as though it meant nothing. Something
bitter and biting coiled in the back of Dallas's throat. How easily would
Annabelle give it up? Would she cry and fight for it? It didn't matter
what she did. Dallas would have the lunchbox by the end of the day. She
was as focused as she had ever been on anything, and she would do
what she had to in order to attain it. Had anyone cared enough about
Dallas to point out her attributes, they would have said her determination had teeth. It was a force of nature, razing everything in its path.
They came to a farm road and turned off the highway and, after a
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brief stand of trees, the flat Texas prairie flung itself open and breathed
wide and boundless all around them. Annabelle gave a little gasp of
pleasure, a little butterfly sound, and Dallas squinted against the sun.
She was immune to the surrounding land and its hard beauty; she understo~d it as blankly as she did the grimy skin of her palms or the sound
of her parents screaming in the next room. But Annabelle was charmed.
She skipped a step, turned in a little circle, and extended one hand to run
her palm along the tops of the long grass growing at the side of the road,
like skimming over water. Dallas watched the grass bow slightly and
spring back up under her touch.
"How many fairies are in the pond?" Annabelle asked, and her voice
had the quality of bubbles fizzing over the top of something, an overexcited rushing quality, as though she was so happy she simply couldn't
keep it down anymore.
"Don't know," Dallas said shortly. She walked faster, trying to get
her back to Annabelle, but Annabelle was buoyant and stayed a few
light steps from Dallas's side.
"Oh. So ... do you have any brothers and sisters? I have brothers,"
Annabelle said. "I have four big brothers. They're in high school,
mostly."
Dallas said nothing and kept her face forward. There was a short,
bruised silence during which Dallas could feel her heart knocking like a
fist. She turned her head finally, feeling Annabelle's eyes on her as distinctly as fingers, and Annabelle smiled. Dallas did not return it. The
smile faltered, first in Annabelle's eyes, then on her face, until she blinked
and blushed and looked away. The rest of their walk was wordless.
They reached a locked gate, nearly overgrown by ivy and a wild
hedge, and Dallas broke the silence. "Here it is."
Annabelle hesitated.
"We have to climb it," Dallas said, and swung her leg up onto the
second rung of the fence.
"We can't break in," Annabelle said timidly.
Dallas stopped, halfway over, and looked at Annabelle.
"We're not breaking in," she said. "This is my uncle's property." This
was a lie, as well as a change in her original story, and Dallas watched
Annabelle closely to see if she had noticed. Annabelle's face stayed
sweetly worried so Dallas continued. "He keeps it locked so the cows
don't get out. I climb it all the time. To see the fairies," she added, and
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swung her leg over the other side. "Come on," she said, trying not to
sound impatient. "Climb it."
Annabelle put one foot on the bottom rung of the fence and then set
her lunchbox on the top. "Can you hold this?" she asked, and Dallas
grabbed for it before the words were even out. Smooth, cold metal, perfect undented corners, the kittens' bright liquid eyes and their cottoncandy fur. The latch was neatly closed. Dallas held the box in both
hands, staring at it. She didn't watch as Annabelle clambered over. On
her way down, Annabelle caught the inside of her thigh on a sharp
splinter of wood, and it left a long scrape and a smear of blood on the
fence. Later this would be interpreted as evidence that she had been
struggling as she was pulled over onto the other side.
Annabelle stood on the inside of the fence, examining the scrape
with tears in her eyes. She was tired, she was hungry, and she knew she
was not supposed to be out here. At that moment the fairies didn't seem
worth all this. She knew her daddy would be waiting for her at the
kitchen table, her brothers would be rattling around in the house
making noise, shouting, annoying their father in a good-natured way.
"I think I should go home," Annabelle said hesitantly. She reached
out and pulled the lunchbox from Dallas's hands, gently. Dallas's eyes
flashed over at her and a flare of anger sparked in her stomach.
"No," she said. "You can't. Don't you want to see the fairies?"
And Annabelle did want to see them, but stronger than that was her
desire to please. She responded to the pressure. She wanted to do what
was expected of her. She nodded and followed Dallas to the pond in the
center of the field.
The grassy sides of the pond sloped up, like a kiddie pool grown out
of the ground. Dallas got down on her stomach with her elbows on the
edge of the pond and looked back at Annabelle. She watched Annabelle
carefully set down the lunchbox, heard the hollow metal ring as the
handle settled against it. Annabelle kneeled next to her and, after a
second of hesitation during which she considered the flawless front of
her yellow dress, lay on her stomach just as Dallas had. She propped her
chin on her fists and gave Dallas another tentative smile.
"In there," Dallas said, and her blood was racing. Two ideas had
mated in her mind, two mental images linked, and created an idea. It
was just the beginning of an idea, the seedling, the impetus that made
something start to happen, not the conclusion. But she could see it. "In
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the water. Look."
Annabelle turned her face down and peered into the murky water.
Her breath ruffled the surface, just slightly, as though a finger had
touched the skin of it from underneath. Dallas pushed herself up onto
her knees, slowly. She felt dizzy, as though she was falling; she felt the
endless over-arching bowl of sky, a clean, stinging, sterile blue, and the
trees stretching black and open-armed and taller by the second, and the
whole world fish-eyed around her like she was inside the snow-globe her
grandmother kept on her dresser at the nursing home. And she and
Annabelle were at the center. It was completely silent inside Dallas's
glass walls. Her eyes drilled into the back of Annabelle's head.
"Call them," she said.
"Fair-ies," Annabelle said softly, her voice singsong, and she was nervous but she giggled. She watched for them and hoped that they would
be pink, that they would have wings, that they would know her name
just by looking into her eyes, and she failed to notice that Dallas had
risen up next to her and they were no longer lying side by side.
Annabelle caught her reflection in the water, the arch of her pale eyebrows, her round mouth held open in anticipation. She looked like her
mother. That's what her father and her brothers said. Annabelle watched
her mouth in the dark, flat plane of the pond and said her mother's
name without sound. To the fairies, to herself.
Dallas placed both of her hands on Annabelle's back and for one
heartbeat she was struck by the way the dress felt against her palmsclean, stiff, like the doll clothes in the big toy store where the preacher
took her and the other kids last Christmas. And then Annabelle was
turning her head back towards Dallas and her blond eyebrows were
puckering slightly but she didn't look scared; she looked wondery-this
was Dallas's grandmother's word, wondery-and before the eyebrows
went from wondery to scared, Dallas pushed Annabelle's head and
shoulders under the water.
There was one moment during which Annabelle was stunned-still
and Dallas didn't even have to try. She saw Annabelle's long hair floating
loose on either side like a cartoon mermaid, and her arms held out in a
ballerina pose, but then the fingers contracted like they were trying to
grab something, and Annabelle started struggling.
Dallas was stronger. Annabelle had spent her life indoors with dolls
and those bottles with the thin film of milk inside that disappears when

Chelsea Laine Wells

185

the bottle is upended. Dallas had spent her life climbing trees and
fighting boys. She scrambled onto Annabelle, both palms planted on her
narrow shoulders. Annabelle was thrashing. The water was kicking up
waves that splashed into Dallas's eyes but she didn't blink. She stretched
out flat, her stomach on Annabelle's turtled back, and dug the rubber
toes of her shoes into the ground. Annabelle was in the water almost up
to her waist, nearly bent double. The pond was steep at the edge because
it was man-made for the cows to drink from, and the water was solid
green and slick with their cud-spit. It stained Annabelle's yellow dress.
Dallas's tongue wormed out, on her top lip, the way her mother hated.
She tasted mud and metal, the inert flavor of old water. Her shirt was
soaked but it didn't matter. Her clothes were dirty anyway.
She wished Annabelle would stop struggling. It was so much easier
if you didn't struggle. Dallas knew this; her daddy taught her this.
Every night during Dallas's bath, her daddy came in and held her
head under the water until she thought she might pass out. It had gone
on for as long as Dallas could remember. He waited until she had bathed
and the water was gray with soap and sweat and then slipped in without
her mother knowing. He never said anything. He knelt at the edge of the
tub with that little grunt as his bad knee hit tile, smelling like oil and tar
and exhaust from the garage. It was in his hair and his skin and his
clothes. She never looked at him. She tucked her head down and waited
for his hand to wrap around the back of her skull. He was gentle. His
fingers never squeezed. It was the only time anyone in her family
touched her except when she got whipped for acting out. He put pressure on her head, a forward pressure, and her body folded up reflexively
and flattened itself under the water. She could hear his shaky breathing,
in and out, hard, like the stray dog that wandered into their backyard
last summer and took a whole day to die, and then she heard nothing,
just the cotton underwater silence.
The contact of her temple with the slimy tub bottom was more a
feeling than a sound, a quiet thunk that resonated in the bones and cartilage of her face. It was not pain. It was pressure. Sometimes she kept
her eyes closed. Sometimes she opened them and watched the fishy silver
bubbles float up from her nostrils like the fizz at the bottom of a fountain cola. She stayed still, waiting, bearing down on the rising sense of
panic that came with no air. She was used to it. She could go without air
the way she could go without food. You can get used to anything. It was
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almost nice, the feeling of his hand cradling her head, motionless, and
her naked body collapsed on its side, her hip poking out of the warm
water now that she was bigger, and her goose-bumped skin cold and
drying. Dallas knew a girl down the road whose daddy took his thing
out and made her touch it. Dallas's daddy never did anything like that.
He just did this, every night.
Then the black needles came in at the edges of her eyes and the
feeling that her hands were disconnecting and floating away and her
stomach started jumping like something being electrocuted, searching
for air without her permission, and that's when his hand released and
she thrashed upright. He knew when to do it. He always did. Dallas
would gasp as quietly as she could, keeping her eyes closed and filmed
with water. There was the sound of him standing, his knee cracking like
dry wood, and then his footsteps and his smell receding from the room
so that Dallas was alone. She always dawdled for a minute, but just a
minute, because it was understood that once he had done this, her bath
was over.
This was where Dallas's mind was as she held Annabelle under the
water.
Annabelle stopped struggling gradually, so gradually that Dallas
failed to notice. When she did notice how still Annabelle was, there was
a low sort of shock in her stomach. Dallas recovered quickly.
"See," she said through her teeth, "if you'd just done that from the
beginning."
Annabelle didn't move.
There was an insect somewhere nearby, whirring, an idiot spinning
noise like an old-fashioned table fan in a dark summer kitchen.
Annabelle didn't move. Dallas still kneeled straddle-legged over her
back. Something touched her arm and Dallas jumped back, yanking herself away from Annabelle's body. She thought for one heart-shocked
second that it was one of the fairies she had made up to get Annabelle
out to the pond, but it wasn't. It was a feather, dirty-white and gray,
drifted down from one of the trees. It lit on the pond. Annabelle didn't
move. The feather turned on its own secret power, leaving the impression of a circle on the thin skin of the water, until it became mired in a
swirl of Annabelle's long hair that had floated up to graze the pond's
surface. Dallas hung stiff and frozen over Annabelle with her dripping
hands held in midair. She watched the feather and it occurred to her that
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this was Annabelle's soul. But if it were her soul, it should have flown
up, it should have shot from her throat and cut up through the clear air
and the trees and the blue basin of sky straight into the heart of God.
Dallas's mouth was half open, her tongue was out.
Unless this meant that her soul was trapped in the pond forever. And
her face would float up from the green-black soft bottom and kiss the
cows on their velvet noses as they drank. Annabelle did not move. Dallas
pulled in breath deliberately, hand over hand, like a rope, and told herself that she was not scared because Annabelle was doing the right
thing-she was not struggling, and everything was easier that way.
Then something happened under Annabelle's lower body. There was
a sound, a slow, running sound like a trickle of water. Dallas sat back on
her heels and looked down at Annabelle and saw the puddle coming
from under the hem of the perfect dress. It darkened the dry ground.
There was a smell like the home where they put Dallas's grandmother, a
pickle smell, a yellow smell, and Dallas realized suddenly that Annabelle
was peeing. She tumbled back and away, her wet hands shoving at
Annabelle's body for leverage, and stood behind her in horror. If
Annabelle was going to the bathroom, that meant she was OK. But she
had been underwater for too long, she must have figured out how to
breathe that way, or maybe the fairies really were real and they were
breathing into her mouth.
The insect nearby clicked on and on, a little motor spun out of control, and the sun seemed too loud. It stung Dallas's eyes like soap. The
burning smell of baked dust and dead grass was everywhere. Dallas
sneezed. Annabelle did not move. Dallas knew what had happened
whether she told herself she knew or not. She whirled around, seized the
lunchbox with both hands, and ran.
The bird who had dropped the feather sat high above on a tree
branch in a tree that had been there longer than any of the surrounding
cities. He was unhealthy; he preened; several pinfeathers let go and
floated like summer snowflakes on the breeze, toward the pond, toward
the narrow back of the small girl who lay facedown in the unclean water
of the pond. Her arms floated free, like a child playing dead man. Her
hair was seaweed around the submerged, fish-white, swollen face; her
eyes bulged open in cartoonish surprise and focused their dimmed gaze
on the pond bottom. Her tongue protruded. She was no longer pretty,
although you could not see this unless you looked below the surface.
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The skirt of her tidy dress was pushed up, exposing white underwear
stained now with urine. The placement of the skirt would later be interpreted as evidence that the man who had killed Annabelle had done
something sexual to her. There was no evidence of rape, no evidence of
tampering of any kind, but it was clear to the God-fearing community
of Josephine that something terrible had happened to that sweet little
girl. He had done something to her. Their shell-shocked minds couldn't
fathom what. Just something.
It would have broken her father's poor heart to know that the
lunchbox was the reason she was killed. He had bought it for her at the
five-and-dime because he wanted her to fit in with the children at the new
school. He picked the one with kittens on it because she had always been
good with the barn cats. The scared ones let her hold them like babies. She
had that kind of way about her, same as her mother. God rest her soul.
The pinfeathers lit on the pond's surface and spun on their own
secret power. They garlanded Annabelle's body, tiny white dabs on the
face of the dark water, like snowflakes, like stars. They could well have
been giddy little fairies, their features too delicate to be seen by adult
eyes. It took a child to see something like that.
Dallas knew the back ways across everyone's property. She skimmed
land and fences like a fugitive, the lunchbox held tight to her side. She
did not cross the path of one single human. At the back of her family's
land there was a shed that was never used. The tools inside were frosted
with a thick layer of blood-colored rust. She slipped in the doorway and
shut it behind her and sat in the one shaft of dark gold light admitted by
a high, grime-crusted window. She laid the lunchbox on the floor and
hunched over it, her hands cupped softly over its smooth metal sides. The
idea of Annabelle with her head still in the pond throbbed in Dallas's
mind like an infected cut. She blocked it out and opened the latch.
Inside was a thermos with a red top and the remains of Annabelle's
lunch-a small, bruised, yellow apple, the crusts of a peanut butter
sandwich, a crumple of empty plastic bags. The smell of stale, cloistered
food wafted out. Dallas imagined Annabelle all alone at the end of a long
table with her lunchbox open before her and her eyes downcast to avoid
the staring of the other children. She saw Annabelle perched on the edge
of her chair like a tame bird, nibbling at the corner of her sandwich,
pulling away the crust and putting it back delicately, somehow politely,
into the bag. She saw Annabelle facedown in the pond, her lovely yellow
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dress transparent with dirty water so that the material stuck irritatingly
to her soft skin.
Quietly, breathing rust flakes and her own sweat, Dallas shut the lid
of the lunchbox. She could not bring herself to touch the remains of
Annabelle's lunch. It felt like the time she had decided to steal communion bread, but once she was behind the altar and confronted with the
bread itself, she couldn't bring herself to touch it. It was the flesh of
Christ, broken unto you, and she kept picturing his body, the peach-colored wood and blood like spilled red nail polish as beautiful as anything
she had ever seen, carried down from the cross by the ushers, and her
preacher digging out a loaf-sized chunk from his ribcage so that his congregation might be saved. Annabelle's lunch was like that. The crusts of
bread might be her fingers, the apple might be her heart.
Dallas slid the lunchbox carefully under her father's ancient workbench, behind a disintegrating cardboard box of tools. She had planned
to use it to contain frogs, or worms, or broken glass in different colors,
or pieces of metal, but the idea of altering what was inside seemed
impossible to Dallas. She stood up in the silent daytime dark of the shed,
brushed off the back of her jeans, and went out into the sunlight. The
sun hit her eyes like water but she forced them to stay open as she
crossed the field towards her house. By the time she reached it, her face
was streaked with tears from the pain.
That night Dallas's daddy came in as usual and Dallas folded herself
up under the water. She kept her eyes shut. She walked her fingers along
the bottom of the tub and let out a few tickling bubbles of air from her
nose. Then without warning, Annabelle's body was in front of her,
thrashing and throwing her arms, her hair tangling into snarls no one
would ever be able to yank out, and Dallas's eyes snapped open under
the water. There was a confused second in which she believed that she
was Annabelle, she could feel what it had been like for Annabelle, the
lightless underwater murk, the feeling of her own palms on her back,
and she pictured herself back there with her hands planted and her arms
locked at the elbow and her tongue out with concentration.
For the first time in years Dallas jerked under the water and pushed
up against her daddy's hands. He let her go and she popped to the surface, gasping and shaking. She kept her eyes closed. He turned her head
with one knuckle and a second later her head exploded with the back of
his hand slamming across her temple. Dallas breathed raggedly and
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opened her eyes to see him standing, his mouth pressed down into a
white line from the pain in his knee. She watched him leave. Then she
held her head for a few minutes before climbing out of the bathtub.
It was better not to struggle.
No real headway was ever made in the investigation of Annabelle's
death. No one could get past the idea that whoever had committed the
crime was male, and that he had been sexually motivated. The man on
whose property she had been found received death threats and a brick
was thrown through his window with the word pervert scrawled on it
in chalk, but this died down once he was cleared. He had been at church
choir practice at the time of her death, and once this was pointed out,
his tenor solo of "Amazing Grace" was suddenly memorable to everyone
in attendance-not just memorable, but significant, to imagine those
beautiful words soaring up into the wooden church rafters right as that
poor little girl ... it was difficult to even think about. After that, popular opinion was that a drifter had been interrupted in the middle of his
violation of Annabelle. But interrupted by what?
Annabelle was buried in a white dress with a red sash. Her velveteen
rabbit, worn shiny at the center of its belly where she had always rubbed
her nose as a baby, rested its head on the small, lace-edged pillow next to
her. The casket lid was closed during the service, laden with the same red
and yellow roses that choked the altar. The preacher's wife sang "Amazing
Grace." Christ's lovely dead wooden head lolled over the service.
In the wake of her absence, Annabelle's family slowly unraveled.
They were men without a feminine anchor. The women of the town took
care of them at first, with casseroles and hand-patting visits, but that
kind of thing can't last forever. The boys dropped out of high school,
one by one, hollow-eyed and angry and quick-fisted, strong, smart boys
who roamed the dirt side roads of rural Josephine, watching for drifters.
Watching for anything. Gunning for release. The sweet ones went bitter
and the hard ones went lethal. They grew into legends, Annabelle's
brothers, both as angel protectors of the dark country roads, and hairtrigger tyrants who would break your jaw if you so much as looked at
them crooked. Their father gradually wound down, like a dying toy,
slumped at the scarred wooden kitchen table. He lost his job, so the boys
worked to support him, as mechanics and carpenters and farmhands. He
drank pot after pot of strong black coffee, with an increasing amount of
whiskey poured into each mug, until finally the coffee pot stood empty
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and unused, a crust of grounds rimming the bottom. Eventually he was
found dead there, his hand still around the mug. His sons buried him
next to Anna belle.
And Dallas. The surrounding chaos of Annabelle's death seemed distant and unrelated to her. She remembered that day with the same kind
of cottony unreality as the underwater silence that stuffed her head
when her father held her down in the tub. It seemed like an extension of
the lie she had told about the fairies. The fairies weren't real, of course;
none of the rest of it could be real either. The grinding patterns of her
life grated over and over her until any deviation seemed impossible.
Boys fought with her. Girls hated her. Her parents screamed, and made
up, and screamed, and made up. The bedsprings in the next room
panted. Her father held her underwater. Dallas was hungry, and she was
alone, and she scaled trees like an animal until the height took her
breath away, and she looked down on everything with her teeth bared
and the rusty nail held in her fist like a knife. Dallas Allen was trouble.
Twice she went back to check the lunchbox, a month to the day after
Annabelle's funeral, and then again a year or so later. The first.time she
was scared; she could hear herself breathing in the thick, hot silence of
the shed. The apple heart had withered and curdled into a cidery rot.
The sandwich crusts were stiff and brittle. She touched one and it broke,
where the joint would be, and her hand jerked back. Dallas stared down
at the contents of the lunchbox and imagined Annabelle's body in her
grave. Her face like a ruined apple pie. Her arms green and whitewhiskery with mold, like bread left in the sun. Her belly bloated with
red watermelon flesh and seeds black as beetle backs. Dallas shut the
lunchbox rapidly and shoved it back out of sight.
The second time, she was not scared. It seemed utterly beyond possibility that she had played any part in what had happened to Annabelle.
She felt confused by the contents of the lunchbox. They no longer
seemed sacred. A dead apple, dry crusts. She shut the lid more carefully
and tucked it into shadow. The kittens watched her, woefully, as they
disappeared.
The pond was drained and covered over. Dallas's daddy's shed
burned to the ground, taking the only piece of evidence that no one ever
thought of with it. Time passed, seasons passed. The town absorbed
Annabelle into the myth of its history, and forgot.
Twenty years later Dallas was in the cave dark of a bar in
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Farmers ville, just a few towns over from Josephine. She was half drunk,
and she felt sore and sick. There was another person at the end of the
bar and her eyes sought him out, idly. He was huge, slumped forward,
his weight on his elbows. A half-filled glass dangled from his fingertips.
He held it somehow delicately, gently, which made her keep looking. She
could not see his face. He was motionless. He could have been a statue
erected at the end of the curving bar, a monument to lifetime alcoholics
everywhere.
Dallas stood and walked behind the row of stools covered in
cracked red vinyl and sat next to him. He did not look up. She lit a cigarette. Some country song, rendered indiscernible by the cheap sound
system, jangled to life overhead. Dallas inhaled and exhaled.
"Want one?" she asked, just under the music, but close enough that
he could hear her if he was listening.
He was. He turned his head towards her and she recognized him so
suddenly that it was a physical sensation, an elevator drop of her
stomach. He was one of Annabelle's brothers, one of the younger ones,
one of the sweet ones who had gone bitter. His face was hard leather,
cracked like the vinyl on the stools. His eyes were almost straight blood.
The pupils were black.
"I don't smoke," he said.
Dallas stared at him. He did not recognize her. He turned his head
away and lifted the glass to his mouth. He drained it, took it in slowly
like a deep breath.
Dallas watched him set the glass down on the bar. She was still halfdrunk, still sore, but she no longer felt sick. She felt interested. He was
beautiful in his extreme way, angel protector, hair-trigger tyrant. She
moved her hand up and laid it softly on the broad expanse of his back,
so that her palm was on his shoulder blade.
And in that second, with that touch, as though he held in his skin
the pain and shock of what had happened to his baby sister, Dallas was
yanked back to that moment. Her strength keeping Annabelle underwater, the taste of the pond on her tongue, the sunlight stinging her eyes
and the nearby idiot insect clicking faster and faster like a panicking
heart, and then the feather spiraling down to prick her arm and spin on
the skin of the pond, and the briny smell of Annabelle's urine, and the
not moving, not moving, not moving, of Annabelle's little body. Her
sudden understanding in the bathtub that night of what it had been like
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for Annabelle, and her disobedient struggle, and the back of her daddy's
hand, and the pain bursting like light in her eye. And the lunchbox.
Dallas felt it all as though she was there, and she understood that she
had done that, and in the blood and black eyes of the little girl's damaged brother she saw a string of ruined lives unfolding like paper dolls
with their mute paper hands grown together so that there was no letting
go, there was no escape. And she understood that she had done that.
Annabelle's brother turned his slow head to look at her again. Dallas
met his desolate eyes. And she lifted her hand carefully up and away.
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On the Border
Chuck Belanger

SPEC-FOUR PERKINS LIFTED HIS LEFT LEG OVER THE ARMORED HIP SHIELD OF

the cockpit seat to swing it idly above the minigun barrels. Through the
dust-scratched haze on the Plexiglas of the helicopter's bubble, he
watched the lieutenant walk away over the short grass beside the Due
Lap runway to the morning briefing. From the back, the lieutenant
looked squat in the two-piece flight suit, like an olive-drab fireplug.
In subtle relief against a line of trees beyond the officer, gunship
pilots squatted around the briefing map laid on the ground, scribbling
radio frequencies and grid coordinates with grease pencils on clear
plastic map cases. Captain Clausen stood over them, smoking a cigar,
answering questions. Perkins thought maybe he should have gone over
to the briefing, too. To see where they were working today. But fuck it.
He had only ten days left. No. Ten and a wake up, then off to Cam Rahn
Bay, and the day after that, the Freedom Bird. No more Vietnam, no
more army. Ten days. He'd spent the whole year trying not to think
about being this close to leaving, being this short. Just one day at a time,
planting one foot in front of the other on a very long march. And suddenly, he was at the end.
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Finished. Maybe he could spend his last days pulling guard duty and
lying on his cot. Like Henderson.
He lay his head against the seatback and closed his eyes to the blank
flat gray of the armor plate.
A sharp clunk in the rear compartment startled him. Welch, Warrant
Officer Jones's observer, appeared in the right doorway.
"Get you?" If you rapped a seat-belt buckle on the floor of the ship
just right, it sounded like a round hitting the aircraft. Everybody knew
that trick.
"Fucking newbie-"
"Jeez, old-timer. Ten days-your nerves must be shot."
Welch was an energetic little shit, always bouncing around the
ammo points for loose tracer rounds to make minimortars, or getting
crap games with the Huey crews. Welch used to amuse Perkins. But
lately, it didn't take much to irritate him.
"Better calm down, fuckhead. One of you guys is going to have to
fly with the El-tee for a couple of months."
"Longer 'n that." Welch's eyes lit up. He pulled himself into the lieutenant's pilot's right seat. "He extended, another six months. I heard the
first sergeant tell Sergeant Wilson in the mess hall this morning."
Fuck. Perkins swung his leg back inside the cockpit. Just like the
lieutenant not to say shit to him. He'd have to get Sergeant Wilson to
take him off flight status. Ten days pulling guard duty all night, blowing
dope all day, would be just fucking fine.
"Then one of you fuckers best get your shit together. The El-tee
takes some getting used to."
"Aw, we'll make him take a newbie. You're the only dipshit dumb
enough to fly with him."
That was true. They'd been flying together eight months. Perkins
once bragged that he'd trained the officer, but that wasn't true. The fact
was, he'd gotten used to the lieutenant, weird as he was. After a while,
it got harder to trust other pilots.
"Might not be such a good idea. El-tee's a strange duck. He might
fuck up a new guy."
"What do you mean?" Welch fiddled with the El-tee's paperback
stuffed behind the wood box of grenades and dynamite between the
seats. The lieutenant was standing over the gun pilots, watching Clausen
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gesture at the map.
"When Lansing got shot down at Dak To?" Perkins asked. Welch
nodded. He'd been a Huey door gunner then. "After we pulled the
grunts out, we were low on fuel ... had to stop at Kontum on the way
back. The rest of you went on ahead."
"Yeah?" Welch wasn't sure what the point of the story was. Perkins
wasn't either, but he knew the lieutenant and suddenly felt like he had
to tell someone. Warn them? Maybe.
"Well, we take off from Kontum, get to altitude, and I notice he's got
his feet off the pedals, flat on the floor." Perkins ran a finger along the
barrel of his M-60 hanging from the hook in the doorway. "I look over
and he's got his right palm on top of the cyclic stick, his left hand in a
fist on top of his right hand, and he's resting his chin on top of the fist,
just staring straight ahead."
"So?"
"So we fly all the way back like that. Didn't move from that position for twenty minutes. Felt like I was by myself in the cockpit, like no
one was flying the ship.
"When we get to the airfield, I thought for a minute he was going to
fly right by, head for Ba Me Thout or something. Then all at once he gets
busy landing, but instead of heading to the runway and hovering, he
shoots a landing right into the revetment." Welch's eyes widened again.
"What'd he do that for?"
"Beats the shit out of me."
Perkins remembered waving at three maintenance guys out on the
runway waiting for them. The ship flew by them, ten feet up, headed for
the revetment. In response to their quizzical looks, he'd filled his
doorway with an elaborate shrug. "So he lands, sweet and soft right into
the revetment, throttles down, pulls off his helmet, and says to me
'How' d you like them apples?"'
"What was that supposed to mean?"
"Beats the shit out of me. He does that kind of shit all the time. Like
the other day, when we were burning those hootches?" Welch nodded.
"I'm hanging out the door, trying to shake thermite out of the grenade
before it burns my fingers, and he comes up on the intercom. I mean, I'm
hanging out there with my gun on the hook, worrying about one of
those hootches exploding or some little fucker jumping up and shooting,
and he comes on the intercom. And you know what he says?" He turned
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his head to look straight at Welch.
Welch looked at him, hoping for a punch line or something.
"He says, 'Ever wonder why they don't put illustrations in novels
anymore?'" He had Welch going now.
"Where the fuck did that come from?" Welch, of course, wanted to
know. Perkins shrugged.
"Beats the shit out of me. He does stuff like that all the time. It didn't
used to bother me, but I'm too short for this shit." Across the field, he
could see the lieutenant heading back, looking at the ground, picking at
his right ear.
Welch spotted him, too, and reached for the grab handle in the
doorway.
"See ya," he said, pulling himself out of the seat. He jumped backwards to the ground and disappeared from view. Perkins rolled his head
to stare at the armor plate at his shoulder and closed his eyes again. Ten
more days.
He did not open them until he heard the lieutenant pulling on his
chicken plate on the other side of the ship. He raised his head and
twisted to look behind him. "We up first?"
The lieutenant nodded, fiddling with a shoulder strap. His hair was
thinning on top. Perkins had not noticed that before, wondered what the
El-tee would look like bald. He turned away and swung out of his seat,
stepping over the minigun.
The lieutenant grabbed the door handle, hoisted himself up and settled into his nest in the armor-shielded seat. He took his helmet from
atop the instrument panel, pulled it on, swiveled the helmet's microphone boom down to his lips, and yelled "Clear!"
Perkins looked to the rear of the ship. There was nothing obstructing
the tail rotor, and he responded, "Clear," loudly so the pilot could hear
him. The lieutenant hit the starter. The fuel pump made its loud ticking
noise for a few seconds before he cracked the throttle open and the
engine started with the roar of a dragster leaving the lights.
Perkins flipped his body-armor harness over his head and Velcroed
the straps across the front. Wrapping the chicken plate tight like that
made him feel compact, ready. He leaned over to make sure the plug to
the minigun motor was secure. The motor spun the six barrels at four
thousand rpm, firing two hundred rounds or so at a time in three-second
bursts. Enough to cut down small trees.
The lieutenant had the ship up to full rpm by the time Perkins had
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his helmet on and swung up under the whirling rotor blades into the left
seat. He swiveled his mic boom down and pressed the gray, postagestamp-sized microphone to his lips. Across the field, two Cobra gunships hovered over the dirt runway, raising little swirls of dust, and then
moved into takeoff.
A row of smoke grenades hanging taut on a wire in front of him jiggled in unison when the lieutenant pulled the collective stick to jerk the
helicopter off the grass, immediately banking hard to the right, climbing
fast over the tree line.
What was being at home going to be like?
Perkins hefted the M-60 from the hook on the door frame and lay it
across his lap. The gun was buckled to the doorway handle in case he
dropped it when he was leaning out the door. Some guys used bungee
cords, but he preferred the solid double-weave canvas strap with heavy
buckles.
Fired normally, the M-60 machine gun ejected spent rounds and belt
links to the right where they would fly inside the front bubble and could
short out instrument-panel wiring or jam the pedal-control rods. Not a
good thing. At treetop level, losing pedal control could send you into a
crash before you could do a thing about it.
So observers fired the weapon upside down, the ammo belt feeding
up from an open cardboard box between their feet, pulling the trigger
with their right pinkies. This ejected spent rounds and links to the left,
out the door of the ship. It looked weird, but to the observers it was as
natural as taking a leak. It was just the way the gun was fired.
He unlatched the receiver housing cover, pulled the end of the ammo
belt from the box and laid the first round into the breech.
There would be no more of this, fucking around with guns and
grenades.
He swung the cover down, latched it, and pulled back the charging
handle. Locked and loaded. He flipped the gun over on his lap.
They were climbing hard and fast, the collective pulled to full power,
getting to altitude. Perkins looked over at the radio direction finder dial,
big and flat on the gray instrument panel. Two-hundred-and-eighty
degree heading ... west. That's just fucking great. Cambodia.
He didn't like the border. They were not allowed to cross it anymore
even in hot pursuit, but the North Vietnamese moved back and forth
across it at will. It was a dicey proposition. This stretch of the border
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was not guaranteed dicey like the mountains around Dak To, where
Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam all come together. That was for-sure
dicey, take-it-to-the-bank dicey, die-in-a-fiery-crash-and-burn-in-hell
dicey, with NVA shooting down at them when they were in ravines or
valleys. But the flat terrain of border here could get pretty squirrelly very
quickly.
He wanted out. His time was up. He wanted out.
So in honor of fucking Cambodia, he pulled a red smoke grenade
from the row in front of him, and hung it by its ring on the hook.
The El-tee was talking to the gunship pilots, trying to figure out if
artillery coverage would reach where they were going. Seemed not. Well,
that was one piece of fun they wouldn't have today-ordering fire missions into clumps of trees to watch the trunks explode.
No artillery back in the States. Or being shot at. None of this.
Commo check. Perkins checked the switches. His intercom switch
was up, the radio switches all down so he would not broadcast over the
air when talking to the lieutenant. He mashed the push-to-talk button
on the cockpit floor with his right heel and heard the rush of wind
coming through his mic.
"You read me OK?" Without interrupting his chattering, the lieutenant looked over and nodded.
Perkins didn't like what he saw. The El-tee had watery, pale-blue
eyes, like an optical illusion, deep and flat at the same time. The clearplastic visor was pulled down past his nose, and behind it his eyes
looked empty, his lips moving as he talked to the gunships. Perkins never
knew what to expect when the lieutenant got that look.
The last time, two weeks ago, the El-tee had tried to capture some
North Vietnamese in deep jungle down near the coast instead of just
greasing them. That little stunt had gotten their right skid shot off and
some shrapnel in Perkins's leg. He didn't need another Purple Heart. He
was too short for that kind of shit.
The lieutenant sounded normal on the radio. Perkins stared a
moment at the back of the El-tee's helmet with "Fuck Peace" crudely
painted on it in thin white letters. The lieutenant was looking out his
doorway at some small hills five kilometers to the north. The gunships
reminded him that G-2 wanted it checked. The lieutenant responded
that they'd get to it later.
Perkins turned back to look out his door, curling and uncurling his
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lips over his mic. The sky was a bright, clear blue. A herd of clouds, way
off to the south, fledgling thunderheads maybe, rested easy and graceful
in the distance.
He would never see the earth like this again. All he'd have would be
what he remembered of it.
Where they were headed, the Ia Kreng river marked the Cambodian
border for several kilometers before curling east back into South
Vietnam. Perkins looked to the front and could see the river glint and
sparkle ahead of them through the trees, fighting off the tropical sun.
This was no rain forest like in other places. Here it was more like a
savannah-clearings scattered among the trees, sparse underbrush
except near rivers and streams, single-canopy tree cover making it easy
to see the ground. Ahead of them, the long, thin Cobras were pulling
into orbit, waiting for the lieutenant to catch up.
It was going to be dull back home. Boring. Well, that would be just
fine. He thought he could stand some boredom for a change.
Perkins cocked his left leg up over the hip shield to rest his heel on
the seat pedestal, hefting the machine gun to his left knee, checking for
kinks in the ammo belt between his legs. He reached to pinch the ends
of the smoke-grenade pin together, to make it easier to slap onto a
target. Smoke grenades just blew smoke. They marked places for the
Cobras to fire rockets at, or to call in artillery or jets.
Boredom. He could see his life back home, watery and flat, like the
lieutenant's eyes.
He shifted his right heel hard against the side of the floor button so
he could find it when he needed to. The light roll of the terrain two
thousand feet under them rested green and yellow, like a tranquil sea.
Still scanning the ground, Perkins mashed the intercom button.
"So you' re extending?"
"My wife left me," said the lieutenant. It took a moment for the
words to register. Perkins was focusing on the ground. Sometimes the
enemy was careless, and you could spot them moving around before
they saw you up here.
All three helicopters were orbiting to the left doing a high-altitude
recon of the area. Perkins pulled his head out of the gently buffeting slipstream and looked over at the lieutenant. His helmet looked like a
bubble on top of his neck, and he was looking out his doorway again.
Perkins felt like he was at a funeral and didn't know what to say to a
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grieving family member.
"She say why?" The question felt stupid as soon as Perkins asked it.
There was a pause before the lieutenant thumbed the intercom button
at the top of the cyclic, still looking out to the right.
"She tried to explain it in a letter, but it didn't make much sense."
Perkins said nothing. The lieutenant's wife was probably fucking
some peacenik professor at the graduate school she attended.
Now Perkins really didn't know what the lieutenant might do. How
did someone deal with being deserted like that? He was glad he didn't have
a wife or girlfriend he would have to get used to when he went home.
The lieutenant started pulling back on the cyclic, slowing the ship,
preparing for the dive to the treetops .
Once he was back home, there would be no more adrenalin rushes
like this, just before the plunge.
"Red Two-Seven, this is White Nineteen, over." The El-tee still
sounded normal.
"White One-Niner, this is Two-Seven, go." Chief Warrant Officer
Crawford was lead gun pilot. He and the El-tee were drinking buddies,
and Perkins wondered if he had told Mr. Crawford about his wife.
"Two-Seven, got that clearing off your three o' clock? Looks like a
clover leaf?" Perkins spotted the clearing. It did look like a clover leaf.
He shifted to his left buttock, getting ready.
"Got it, One-Nine."
"We'll start there."
"A little far from the blue line, ain't it?" Blue line. The river. Fuck.
The border. They were going to check the border. Perkins fidgeted,
leaning out the door. Short-timers should not have to do this.
"I'm going to buzz the clearing, check it out, then beat feet for the
blue line."
"Roger, One-Nine. Fixin' to sneak up on the little fuckers?" Mr.
Crawford was from El Paso, liked to talk cowboy.
"Roger, Two-Seven." Then the lieutenant jammed down the collective, and Perkins felt himself lift into the restraint of the shoulder harness. That was a little hard. He glanced over at the climb indicator. They
were falling at fifteen hundred feet per minute. Then the lieutenant
kicked the ship out of trim, and their fall dropped to twenty-five hundred feet per minute.
Perkins thrust his head and shoulders back into the slipstream, scanning for surprises. He mashed the floor button, feeling little bumps in
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the ship as the lieutenant jerked the collective up a bit to keep the rotor
from over-speeding.
"Sir?" He could hear the slipstream buffeting into his mic and spoke
louder. "There's a road toward the clearing, from the north."
"Got it. We'll go around and run along it to the clearing." At least
his head was in the game. Perkins craned his neck to keep a fix on the
road.
Fifty feet above the treetops, the El-tee kicked the ship back into
trim and pushed the nose over to finish the dive. Right at the treetops,
he pulled in power to go rocketing over the treetops, eighty knots,
swinging the ship from side to side to avoid hitting taller trees poking
through the canopy. Perkins loved this-skidding almost into the trees,
dodging branches-even more than seeing the earth from two thousand
feet up on a clear day. This beat the shit out of anything he would do
anywhere else.
They swung in a wide arc to the east around the clearing. Above
them, Perkins could see the Command and Control Huey turning into a
racetrack pattern southeast of the gunships.
There was nothing in the clearing. The road into it was unused,
dusty, covered with forest litter. Perkins pumped a few rounds into the
edges of the clearing, but there was no return fire.
They were flying in loose S-turns now, at the pace of a brisk walk,
advancing west. Vegetation got thicker as they neared the water, more
bamboo and heavy brush between the tree trunks, the ground itself visible only in quick flashes. The air smelled like three-day-old flowers in a
vase-a sweet hint of decay but not yet rot.
A brown patch of dirt flashed in the corner of Perkins's right eye.
His heel went to the intercom button.
"Come back to the left! To the left, to the left, to the left!" Perkins
strained hard at the shoulder harness, trying to keep a mark on a tree
near the bare dirt. Adrenaline turned his arms cold as it always did when
something might be happening.
Brown dirt, almost red on the yellow and green of the foliage. It
might be nothing, might be a spot where a wild boar had rooted for
food. Or it could be a piece of a trail snaking through the underbrush,
or a corner of the beaten dirt of an encampment, with bunkers and
hootches and NVA.
Of course, the encampment might be deserted. Or the trail unused.
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Or it might have been a hole where a boar had rooted for food. Down
in the trees, everything was guilty till proved innocent.
The lieutenant banked the ship hard, the rotor disc dipping deep
below the horizon. In turn, Perkins was looking almost straight down at
the ground. Wind rushed through his mic, then more wind as the El-tee
keyed his intercom.
"Left where? Left where?" His voice had the edge it always got in
the situations that chilled Perkins's arms.
He almost lost sight of the tree before the ship pulled around, the g's
of the turn pressing his butt into the seat webbing. The rotor blades clattered, grabbing for air. And the buzzing clatter of the rotor blades lay in
their ears like wallpaper in your eyes in an upstairs bedroom.
"The tree with no branches on its right side," he said, pointing
through the front bubble as the lieutenant leveled the ship out of the
turn. "Open ground on the other side." Perkins let up on his floor
button. Silence.
On seeing the violent maneuver of the scout ship, the guns went
silent on the radios, leaving the airwaves clear for trouble.
The lieutenant nosed over and swung in a hard turn around the tree,
keeping Perkins between him and the target, peering down over
Perkins's shoulder at the brush outside the doorway of the sharply
banked ship.
A piece of trail. Beaten hard. Heavy use. It could only be North
Vietnamese. The only questions were, one, how many, and two, where
were they right this very minute? The El-tee sped in circles around the
tree, assessing the path, and keyed his radio.
"Two-Seven, we got us a highway down here. Looks like it's headed
for the blue line." All cool, calm, and collected. Nonchalant at the edge
of danger. A Right Stuff voice all the pilots used.
Chief Warrant Officer Crawford hit his intercom switch and told the
front-seat pilot to mark the spot with his grease pencil on the map.
Coordinates mattered.
"How far am I from the river?"
"A hundred meters or so, One-Nine."
The lieutenant pushed forward to accelerate along the trail toward
the river. Perkins squirmed in his seat, half leaning into the slipstream to
keep one eye on the trail, one eye on where they were going. The ship's
skids were clipping tips of branches. Just before the edge of the tree line
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at the river, the El-tee kicked the left pedal to skid them sideways to the
right, then pushed the cyclic to the left to stop the ship. In a car chase,
it would have been a balls-out-sliding-tire-screeching skid to a stop,
right above where the trail hit the water.
Perkins saw them at once: two men filling canteens, banana-clipped
AK-47s slanted shoulder-to-hip across their bent-over backs. The scout
helicopter had come up the trail so fast, the two hadn't heard the buzz
until it was too late. Perkins's whole body, toes to scalp, tightened. His
heel went for the floor button.
"Dinks on the blue line!" he shouted over the intercom and slapped
the smoke grenade from its hook with a motion of his right arm that
ended with his pinky at the trigger of his M-60, which his left arm had
thrust out the door. The grenade arced from the ship, the handle
springing off as it popped its fuse in the fall. The El-tee echoed his cry
to the gunships.
The men looked up at the helicopter with startled eyes. Perkins
pulled at his trigger as the lieutenant slid the helicopter out over the
river, swiveling its nose left to point at them.
What the fuck was he doing?
The maneuver pushed Perkins's burst off into the bamboo along the
river bank. They were open, exposed out there, twenty feet above the
water, an open target for anyone a hundred meters in either direction,
from either bank.
Perkins lunged at the restraint of the shoulder harness to push his
head and gun barrel to cover behind the ship. The far bank was all black
and green shadows of foliage. They were sitting fucking ducks.
The buzzing vibration of the ship's minigun tingled up through his
feet, and he felt hot gases from the spinning muzzles wash at his right
elbow. The gun fired with the sound of a buzz saw ripping the grain of
a thick wood plank. After three seconds, the interrupter solenoid cut the
gun off, and Perkins felt the nose of the ship dip as they moved back to
the treetops and comparative safety.
Red smoke from the grenade was wafting up in little wisps and
plumes, and Perkins could see two sprawled bodies whose only thoughts
a moment before had been of creature comforts. Now they were all
ground up in a goo of river mud and their own fluids. The swarm of
minigun rounds had pulverized the head of one, the legs of the other. A
dozen or more metal canteens lay around them, which meant there was
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likely a squad-sized element nearby.
He listened to the lieutenant radio the body count to the gunships,
voice calm and measured again, while sliding the ship sideways along
the river bank, nose pointed across at Cambodia.
This was stupid. It was time to go. Leave it to the gunships.
He saw the flash and a light puff of gray smoke show from the dark
of the opposite bank. Rocket-propelled grenade. It exploded against a
tree trunk ten meters away.
"Taking fire across the blue line." The El-tee's voice screeched over
the radio, an I'm-taking-fire soprano. When shooting started, the Right
Stuff business went south. Perkins fumbled for another smoke grenade.
The lieutenant swung abruptly to hover over the trail, the nose of the
ship pointed across the narrow stretch of water. He held the hover
steady and started the buzz saw of the minigun again. The first rounds
raised a low wall of water just short of the Cambodian bank, tracers ricocheting wildly into the trees beyond, but the lieutenant inched the
cyclic back a tad, raising the nose of the ship to send bullets ripping and
tearing into the wall of brush and shadow, working the pedals to spread
the bullets along the bank.
Perkins yanked the pin from the smoke grenade and lobbed it hastily
as winkings of muzzle flashes and glowing green tracers appeared from
across the river.
"Smoke's out!" he cried, straining against his harness to scan the
trail behind them. It was empty. When the interrupter halted the hose of
rounds from the minigun, the lieutenant released the trigger and began
another burst.
Perkins looked under the ship, frantic. They were asking for it. First
rule of scouting was that movement was your best protection. He leaned
out to look directly under the ship. In the mud of the trail at water's
edge, the soldier who still had a head was squirming to get his rifle from
his back.
Perkins shouted but could not reach the intercom in his lunge to lean
out over the minigun. He fired the M-60, the gun nearly vertical,
pumping up and down, threatening to jump out of his hands. The guy's
rifle strap was snagged on his elbow, and he was struggling clumsily to
free it, too far under for Perkins to get a shot. A string of green tracers
clipped through a nearby tree as Perkins groped for the control pedal
with his right foot. Two hard hammer jolts hit the ship. They were hit.
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Bits of tree branches bounced off his helmet and arm.
"Taking hits! Taking hits!" the lieutenant screeched over the radio.
Perkins jammed his foot hard on the left pedal on his side of the
ship, causing it to snap into a pivot turn just as the minigun cut off. The
lieutenant lost control in the surprise of the turn. The ship fell out of the
pivot into a slide to the right, tail again toward the far bank of the river,
but all Perkins could see was the legless North Vietnamese pulling his
arm through the sling. Bracing his left shoulder against the armor plate,
Perkins pumped a string of red tracers into the man's back, the bullets
ripping into the cloth with little jolts and puffs of dust.
The yellow of the second smoke grenade was billowing out of a
bush where it had landed. A series of staccato jolts shivered through the
ship as their rotor blades bit into the branches of a tree. They were about
to crash. They were going to go in, right here, right on top of NVA.
Ten and wake up, and he was about to get killed.
Before Perkins could brace for the crash, the lieutenant recovered
control and pulled in power to speed off over the trees, away from the
river. Quiet reports of the attacking gunships came over the radio, as the
lieutenant spiraled to altitude a kilometer away. Perkins saw two dimpled holes in the skid below the minigun. It had not been enemy fire that
hit the ship. The jolts were from rounds from his gun. Nothing serious.
It happened all the time.
He unlatched the receiver cover and took the ammo belt from the
gun's breech, dropping it back into the box, hung the machine gun on
its hook, and slumped into his seat. The lieutenant said nothing, just
stared woodenly at the open scratch of Due Lap resting several miles to
the east.
Perkins started to shake when he lit a cigarette against the wind buffeting into the open cockpit. A couple of months ago, a couple of weeks
ago, he would have been game for it. Kill them little fuckers. As many
as you could. Toe to toe. But not now.
He looked over at the El-tee's profile protruding from the edges of
the flight helmet, then turned back to the easy greens and yellows below.
What kind of suck-ass job would he have back home?
He could not picture anything clearly, but it would not involve getting killed, that was for sure.
All the way back to Due Lap, they could hear the gunships discussing the fire coming from the other side of the river. The C&C finally
got clearance for them to shoot into Cambodia.
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They landed, but the lieutenant did not refuel. He just hovered over
and set the ship down next to their ammo boxes beside the runway. Mr.
Jones and Welch were already on their way out to the contact.
As soon as the skids touched, Perkins jerked open his seat harness,
unplugged his helmet, and swung out of the ship. The lieutenant rolled
the throttle back to idle to cool the engine, and stared blankly at his feet
still resting on the pedals. Perkins ripped his helmet off and threw it on
his seat. Beyond the tail rotor, at the edge of the field, a small boy with
a stick prodded a massive water buffalo along a dusty road.
He turned to look at the El-tee again, who had by now pulled off his
own helmet and was staring out the front bubble. His left hand automatically skipped from switch to switch on the center console before he
rolled off the throttle. Perkins yanked his chicken plate over his head
and dropped it on the ground. The engine whined down to a ticking
silence.
Fuck.
The lieutenant came slowly around the front of the ship, looking
intently at the grass in front of him until he saw Perkins's boots planted
square in his path. He panned slowly up the observer's body, the rotor
blades coasting slower and slower above their heads, the soft whooshing
of the blades the only sound in the universe as Perkins drew back his
right arm and pushed his fist hard into the lieutenant's face. He could
feel his knuckles connect with the officer's cheekbone, then skid into his
nose. The lieutenant went down flat, his head striking the ground last
with a sharp snap.
The officer didn't say anything. He just lay there a moment, arms
spread, eyes closed, still as death. From across the field, Perkins heard a
shout and in the corner of his eye saw several green figures running over
from the Hueys.
The lieutenant drew his legs up and sat slowly, coming to rest with
his elbows across his knees. He looked up at Perkins, but there was no
expression on his face. A trickle of blood ran from his nose while
Perkins stood over him, clenching and unclenching his fists.
The lieutenant dropped his forehead onto his crossed forearms, letting the blood from his nose drip slowly onto the grass. Perkins stared at
the dark hair sweat-plastered across the top of the lieutenant's head, suddenly unable to imagine leaving this spot, this position, this place, ever.
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Tattooed
Edith Bucio

SHE'S STANDING OVER ME. WEARING A THIN, FITTED SHIRT AND THE JEANS

I

gave her after the waist band started to carve thick train-track marks
along my skin. They fit perfectly on her. She has just the right curves, it
seems, small tummy that pouts out just a bit like the puckering lips of a
baby getting ready to plant a kiss-and a surprisingly shapely ass-she
shrugs and agrees whenever someone is blunt enough to say it, "for a
white girl." We're in her bedroom, conveniently located in front of the
house at one of those late-night escapades to the beach or each other's
houses. Both of our foreheads shiny with sweat, I can feel the stale heat
from outside still clinging to me at odd corners of my body. We had just
walked back from cashing the check she gets from her father's social
security.
"How long you gonna get these?"
"'Til I'm eighteen," she says. Her spider-pale fingers unscrewing the
top of a washed-out pickle jar that has a white label with TATTOO
written in purple caps.
The ghostly stench of vinegar seeps out as she pulls a wrinkled wad
of bills and some change out of her pocket and dumps it into the jar. I
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watch the dollars float down like balls of cotton, as the coins clank
heavily down. "Yup, I get seventeen dollars and twenty-one cents a
month-isn't worth shit, I know. Especially for all the mail routes my
dad had to walk through during those Chicago winters." Her eyes are
fixed on the fat belly of the jar in her hands. "But eventually I'll get
enough for a sweet piece on my back. I'm sure Daddy would be thrilled
to know that's what I'm using his retirement money for."
"You know what you're gonna get?"
"Not a clue."
Images of skeletons, heart-shaped emblems with the word Mother
inscribed on them, and topless mermaids winking seaweed eyes start
appearing all over her body. A coral red Sonora snake coils around her
neck, until its tail wiggles out of her T-shirt's collar, and its snout peers
out from under the hair and hisses at me.
I start laughing, my body lying lazily on her floor, hands clasped
behind me like a hard pillow, eyes staring at her bony limbs. I pretend
not to notice she's not wearing a bra, or how when she laughs her shirt
moves up exposing a bit of that curved belly, stained a prickly red by the
scratch of an itch, I suppose. I'm about to turn away and close my eyes
but instead pull my right hand out from beneath my head and try to rub
all of these images out, the winking mermaids, the perked skin around
her nipples, the red on her skin. And as I rub the softness and bones of
my sockets I feel tears beneath my lids, so I pull my fingers away and
open my eyes. I'll catch another glimpse of her and I'll look at her the
way I have been doing for months now, but it won't be until that
moment that I'll actually admit that I'm looking.
Your first tattoo will be light sky blue. A star smacked in the middle
of your bicep. "Make it twinkle!" I'll keep on demanding the first week
over and over. You'll roll your eyes, and grunt, but just the same will raise
your arm at a Popeye angle and flex your muscle, making the star wink.
I feel I have a bit of butch in me. But anyway. You were only fifteen,
and I was older, three whole years older, and that meant what it meant.
Meaning whatever it is that I made it to be, and to me, to me it was like
I had to know what to do and do it right.
Funny thing is that it only felt like that with you. That itch in my
skin, that burning of hands and feet paralyzed me at times. And it scared
me down to my bones. Making me limp. Couldn't handle much more
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than what we did. 'Cause any closer than that and I'd freeze, and you'd
stay real quiet and not say nothing and just turn around and sleep.
Sometimes I wished you would've done something. Touched me the
way I wanted to touch you. But you didn't. That night was the closest
we ever came to talking about us. And all I said was ... I don't know
what to do. And all you said was, you don't need to know.
I should 've listened to you.
Love,
e.

Tina. Loving Mexican is loving with onyx knives clutched in your
heart like a bleeding tattoo. Sad, like the face of the dead Son of God on
his fateful cross. That is what comes out in the cards that are placed
carefully in front of me.
Bruja, that lady I see the day I wake up with something not right
swirling in my stomach. I felt it there and there, like a tornado snaking
up a storm inside me, my hands pushing against the flabby skin of my
belly, fingers massaging flesh, intent on relaxing my nerves. Soft and
warm, the touch reminds me of sex with another woman. But even that
thought cannot calm me down.
I run, take two buses, one going north, the other west, and then find
myself running against traffic on Broadway Boulevard. I run until I
arrive at the witch's door-antsy, shaky, in need of reassurance, in need
of magic, something to stop the waves crashing inside me.
Cartas. La bruja places them all in crooked rows. With the guidance
of "Christ's almighty loving guidance," cards of angels holding the universe in the palms of their hands, cards with devils and swords. Death
and wine. Wealth and health. She counts them off by seven.
Uno. Dos. Tres. Cuatro. Cinco. Seis. Siete. There is a man. Light
skinned. Handsome. He isn't faithful to you. He has many women.
I laugh, laugh because Tina isn't a man or mine for that matter. She
never was.
This here, that light, almost blinding, that is your heart. Your love,
it is pure. Your love, it is the universe. None of these other women love
him, not the way you love him. Uno. Dos. Tres. Cuatro. Cinco. Seis.
Siete. He likes to party. He likes music. Likes to drink his little copitas
... but I see here you like your wine, red ... you like your little drinks,
too, don't you?
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Halfway through the reading I tell her, It's a woman.
Are you sure? she asks, staring down at her cards with squinting
eyes.
Yes, a woman, I reassure her.
Oh, well, a woman then. She's light skinned, right?
Yes, yes she's not just light, ella es blanca, mountain blood in her, but
not like your people. Uno. Dos. Tres. Cuatro. Cinco. Seis. Siete.
Las dos estan marcadas. Hay una mancha oscura y grande. Both of
you, marked. Stained to the bone. Dark and deep, a thick, black cloud
colored into your skins; it makes you sad. She has it too. I see it. Makes
that beautiful light of hers dim and flicker out at times. Uno. Dos. Tres.
Cuatro. Cinco. Seis. Siete. There is another woman with her. Dark
skinned. She is centered. Spiritual. She is praying too. But she will not
win. You will.
I will not drown myself in perfume, will not flaunt myself all over
her and tell her of my lovers to make her jealous. I will not light a yellow
candle at dawn and again at noon, will not place her picture and her
name underneath it.
La Bruja tells me to do all of this. But I don't. I think of all the
women who come to see this bruja, this witch, who are desperate and
hurt, lighting candles and copal, pouring extra honey on their husbands'
piloncillo, making them cane/a tea, buying green plastic tubs for their
monthly herbal baths.
I remember that card, the one with the blinding light, pure as God's
Son himself, strong like the whole universe. Lighting a candle and whispering her name three times just doesn't seem right.
When I burn a copal, wash myself with cane/a and yellow roses,
when I light the candles, put a plate of pineapple drenched in honey for
an offering, when I pray ... it is not for Tina's heart, but my own.

212

Hair Trigger 30

No One
Chad Morgan

MY

MOTHER EXTENDS A THIN ARM AND OPENS A SKELETAL FIST, AND

I GIVE

her the cigarettes. She struggles to open them; I slip a cigarette from the
box and give it to her. She's too weak even to light it herself.
I sit on the floor while she smokes. She's curled on the sofa, almost
a part of it. The TV is on at almost full volume, and she still misses the
punch lines. I recount them for her and she smiles at me, her eyes glassy
and bugged.
In the kitchen, at the counter by the sink, my grandmother counts out
my mother's pills. She's teaching me. "You're getting old enough, you can
do it," she tells me, and I want to tell her that I don't want to do it. "Effexor
and Wellbutrin once in the morning," she says. "She takes the Megestrol
three times, remember that-three times, breakfast, lunch and dinner." She
continues with a slew of words that sound more like letters simply thrown
together, a few vowels here, a couple of consonants there, all dropped into
a bucket, selected randomly and called words. I try to pay attentionRetrovir, protease inhibitors-but it's hard. My grandmother says, "She
hasn't been taking the Effexor, or the Wellbutrin."
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I tell her, "She says they make her feel dead already."
My grandmother mumbles something I can't hear. I leave her in the
kitchen and go back to my mother-skinny with sloppy brown marks,
like drooping kisses, all over her body-and I sit on the floor.
Nurses. They come and they go. They come into the apartment, poke
my mother with their glittering silver needles, prod her with their
chubby, white fingers. My grandmother stands nearby. I watch from the
hallway, just around the corner.
The nurses say, "She really should be in the hospital. She needs constant care."
My grandmother says, "No." Her voice is strong, full, but it catches
just a little-no one notices but me. She breathes, "No." She wants ...
she wants to be here with her son.
The nurses disapprove quietly.
The nurses pack up their things and go.
My grandmother gives up teaching me the pills. I lie. I tell her that I
tried my best, that there are just too many, that I'm afraid I'll mix them up.
I learn other things. I learn how to do the laundry, how to cook.
Cooking is easy. I make meatloaf with green beans and baked potatoes
drowning in butter and sour cream. My grandmother is proud, and my
mother cries. Her tiny sobs shake her frail body. I think she might break
into pieces, crumble like a sugar cube. My grandmother holds her.
Mother and daughter. She might have been passed over for the lead in
the school play. She might have found herself dateless the night before
prom, or still without a dress-that's the way it looks, my grandmother
holding her daughter, smoothing her short greasy hair and shushing her.
"It's OK, baby," she says. "It's all right. It's gonna be all right."
They've finished singing and I lean to blow out the candles on my
cake. "Make a wish, baby," my mother admonishes me. Her voice is
quiet, her smile weak.
I make a wish. I blow out the candles. They cheer-my grandmother,
my friends Maggie and Tyler. My mother smiles from the end of the
table, sitting though the rest of us are standing around it. A tear sluices
down her face, welling for a moment in the deep hollow of her cheek
before she wipes it away.
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My grandmother cuts the cake. Me and Tyler and Maggie eat our
slices, are given seconds.
"Your mom is really sick," Tyler says later as we play Monopoly (my
gift from Maggie) on my bedroom floor. I'm not sure if he's asking a
question or stating a fact, so I say nothing.
We are quiet. We roll our dice and move our pieces, collect our
money or pay it.
"She looked pretty in that dress," Maggie says after a while. Tyler
and I nod.
"Is she going to die?" Tyler asks. I look at him. His face is framed by
curiosity and fear.
"No," I say, and roll the dice.
The sun sets and we go outside with big Mason jars my grandmother has given us. We run around, jumping in the air and clutching
the fireflies, cupping them in our hands and putting them in the jars.
After a while we count them up. Maggie has nine and I have fourteen.
"How many do you have?" Maggie asks Tyler.
"Thirty-two," he says, grinning stupidly.
Maggie and I contest this, so the bugs-glowing green and slamming
silently against the sides of the jar-are counted again. It seems impossible, but there are thirty-two.
Their mothers come for them, Maggie's arriving first. "Thank you for
coming," I tell her at the door, just as my mother has instructed me to.
I tell Tyler the same thing and he nods. He holds his jar of fireflieslightning bugs-in both hands, a crude party favor.
"Well," says his mother, "thank you for having him." We stand at the
door, Tyler and his mother and myself. My grandmother stands behind
me and my mother half-sits, half-lies on the sofa.
Tyler looks at his jar of thirty-two fireflies. His pride peels off him like
a sunburn. He takes the jar to my mother. "These are for you," he says.
My mother cries and puts a hand on his cheek.
My mother is dead by October. She goes quietly while watching daytime
television, an unusually simple, gentle death for those with her affliction.
(A blessing, my grandmother will call it later-a blessing that the end
was easy.) I'm not there; I am at school. I am learning long division
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when Mrs. Hinman rings. I watch her look up and meet my eyes, her face
drained of color, and I know. Slowly, as if in a dream, I begin putting my
things away. I lift the top of my desk and put my math book, my pencil,
my eraser-everything-in its hollows. I get my coat and my backpack
from the lockers at the back of the room. Mrs. Hinman asks me if I want
someone to take me to the principal's office, and I tell her no.
"You're sure?" she asks. "Me? Or one of your classmates?"
I look at the others sitting at their desks in rows and columns, hiding
behind their books. Maggie continues working the division problems, head
low to the desktop. Tyler looks out the window. He has closed his eyes.
"No one," I tell Mrs. Hinman, and I go out of the classroom and
down the echoing hallway.
We bury Mother in the cemetery across the river from the high
school. Grandma bought her a plot years ago, when she was first diagnosed. We stand at the gravesite, hand in hand, long after the eulogy has
been given, long after the mourners have begun to disperse. The
gravediggers wait impatiently a few yards away, leaning on their small
excavator and smoking cigarettes. Grandma doesn't seem to notice
them. She looks down at my mother's mahogany coffin, a tree jammed
sideways in the earth. We'd both tossed a handful of dirt onto it.
We start walking to the car, and the gravediggers say something to
each other in Spanish. It might be, finally, or it might be, it's about time.
It could be their condolences, a prayer for the dead.
We get into the car. "What now?" I ask my grandmother. Her hands
are folded in her lap, her head low. She says nothing.
"What now?" I ask again.
She inhales-quick and sharp, like an accident-and wipes her eyes.
She looks at me and starts the car.
We drive away. I can hear the motor of the excavator, the grinding
and crunching as it lifts dirt.
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Giggle

My work is an honest representation of the duality or multiplicity of the self in
regard to decisions about intimate relationships, family, belief systems, and lifestyle
options. I digitally create each photograph as a composite of multiple negatives of
the same model in one setting. Working this way exposes the self as not a solidified
being in reality, but as a representation of social and interior investigations that
happen within the mind. I am interested in not only what the subject matter says
about myself, but also what the viewers ' responses to these images says about their
own identities and social constructs.

- Kelli Connell

Daydream

Carnival

Reverie

These photographs are imbued with the expressive, abstract elements of
urban popular dance. I seek to locate and share my distinct point of view,
within the confines and comforts of the photographic frame.

- Cecil McDonald, Jr.

lnstaboy
Shawna Flavell

SYLVIA STOOD STARING AT THE BLANK CIRCLES. SHE STARED NOT JUST WITH

her eyes but her entire body, leaning into it, trying to will things to go
the right way. Just this once she wanted things to go her way.
Staring, and staring, and staring, trying not to blink, holding back
the urge to pick up the plastic stick and shake it like a Polaroid to
develop the results faster. She caught whiffs of urine. Her eyes grew
bored and drifted to the cracks where dirt was starting to collect, and to
corners where hair had drifted, but when she realized her mind was
wandering, her eyes snapped back to the test.
Like waiting for water to boil, but she couldn't help herself. By the
time the sixty seconds had passed and the pink line began to show, she'd
had enough time to convince herself that this was it, this was when
things were going to work out in her favor. And when only one line
showed, she still held out, positive it only took a little more time for the
second to form, but it never came and she just held her position, the pink
line like a huge negative mark, screaming that she'd never succeed, she
would fail no matter how many times she tried. And then she sank onto
the toilet seat, trying to keep herself quiet by putting her hands over her
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face. But the apartment walls were thin and there were spaces beneath
all the doors big enough to slide a hand.
So in the bedroom, still under the covers as the sun began creeping
its way over the window sill, Chase listened. Not to the sound of birds
singing or cars leaving the parking lot, but to his wife weeping for the
child they couldn't seem to have.
It was a habit of his on nights when he couldn't fall asleep for Chase
to situate himself in the living room. He turned the dials on their vintage, wood-encased television so the volume was up just loud enough to
drift to their red pleather couch and not any farther. Then he would
settle himself in for The At-Home Buyer's Network. He probably
couldn't tell you why that channel; he never bought anything, and most
of the products were marketed to housewives whose husbands allowed
them too much pocket change: rings marked down from $500 to $190,
mineral makeup for $49.99, an exercise machine for three easy payments of $69 .99. He couldn't even afford things he thought he might
use, but at least once a week he watched ladies with perfect smiles and
men with too much energy market their products.
"I have a story for all of you." The man on the screen had an island
of hair caused by thinning around the crown. To make up for it, he grew
a full mustache.
"My wife and I had the same problem as you when we got married.
We were both working, barely had time for each other, but she wanted
little ones. We couldn't afford to have her become a stay-at-home mom."
Chase stared, wondering where the man was going with all this.
"My first idea was to rent one, but in the United States, it turns out,
a business like that is illegal." The man began laughing and the audience
joined in.
"And it seems that borrowing someone else's child for a few days is
actually kidnapping." More cued laughter.
"So I decided to solve my own problem." He bent down behind the
counter, and when he reappeared it was with a tray full of aerosol cans.
"After a week with an InstaChild, my wife and I knew we could handle
the stresses and joys of parenthood."

The camera switched to views of the audience and zoomed in on a
small brunette who smiled, then looked adoringly at the bundle of baby
in her arms.
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When the camera refocused, the guy was shaking one of the cans
like spray paint. "You see, InstaChild is the perfect solution. You can
buy either a girl or a boy, and skin, eye, and hair color are your choice."
As he spoke the man stepped from behind the counter and started
spraying the contents of the can at the floor. "Each InstaChild is safe and
nontoxic."
A flawless child began to materialize on screen: First the shoes began
to take shape, then white ruffled socks. Calves and knees and thighs
were next, followed by the hem of a plaid skirt.
Chase tried convincing himself it was a Hollywood trick, computer
animation against a green screen, but somewhere inside he wanted to
believe it was just that easy.
"They come with a set of clothes," the remainder of the skirt and a
white button-down shirt, "which can be replaced with other lightweight
items if you choose to do so," then arms and elbows, hands and fingers
and a neck from the shirt collar. "They can eat if you want to feed them,
but all they require is water to keep them hydrated so they don't turn to
dust." A round face with flushed cheeks, lips that seemed stained strawberry pink, blue eyes with Elizabeth Taylor lashes, all topped off with
blond hair tied into ribboned pigtails. "And of course, each can comes
filled with either sugar and spice and everything nice, or snips and snails
and puppy dog tails." Another round of laughter from the audience, and
Chase was reaching for the phone, dialing the 800 number at the bottom
of the screen. It rang and an operator was on the line just as the price of
$32.99 appeared.
Chase was at work when the package arrived in the mail a few days
later. It was a brown-paper-wrapped box labeled "INSTACHILD, INC."
as the return address. Sylvia put it on the kitchen table and continued
cleaning.
When he walked through the door in his black work uniform, he
was dusted with flour and spotted with sauce; his naturally brown hair
was black and slicked down with sweat from the ovens and the baseball
hat. His eyes, as always, looked tired, dark circles underneath them that
never went away, and he smelled like pepperoni, sausage, and oregano.
When Sylvia told him a package had arrived, that it was sitting on
the kitchen table, you wouldn't have noticed a change, but Sylvia saw a
change in his eyes, like a sudden shrinking of the pupil when lights are
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turned on. She watched the difference in his step as he walked behind
her to their gold-trimmed dining table, which hadn't come with a piece
of glass so it boasted a plywood top.
He opened the box with his back to her and kept his arms behind
him on the way over to her.
She grinned when he was before her, anxious for the unexpected gift.
The blue spray can he gave her was not what she was expecting. She
took it, rotating it in her hands.

InstaChild
Have the Heir You've Always Wanted In Just Minutes
The picture of the little boy on the can began to smear and blur, and
the can narrowly missed Chase's head when Sylvia ran out of the living
room and turned the corner of the hall before slamming the bedroom
door, all before he had a chance to say anything. The can hit the top of
the TV and rolled onto the floor. Chase bent to pick it up and turned it
around in his hands, afraid that as with canned goods, a dent would
mean the child inside was spoiled. But there wasn't a mark.
He knocked gently on the door at first, whispering her name, but she
didn't respond through gasps for air and bursts of tears. None of the
doors in the apartment locked, so he just turned the knob a little and
pressed it open with his toes. She was curled up in the center of the mattress, shoulders heaving, spine shaking. He knew she cried, but hardly
ever in front of him, and he didn't know if he should curl up beside her
or try talking to fix what he'd done.
He moved to the foot of the bed and shook the aerosol can, then
began spraying it toward the floor. Sylvia looked over when she heard
the release of air, and the two of them watched as the thick mist began
to collect into sneakers, denim overalls, a red shirt, brown eyes and tousled brown hair. It didn't take long before, just as the TV spot promised,
a boy of about six years old stood in their room.
"A son. We have a son, see?" Chase lightly placed his hand on the
boy's shoulder, which was moist, but when he lifted his hand it was dry.
Sylvia wiped her eyes and scooted to the edge of the bed. She stared
at the boy's face at first, then into his eyes. He stared back, head tilted
quizzically like a bird, taking in her green eyes, angled nose, and sharp
chin. His eyes followed her as she stepped down and walked around,
only losing sight once she was behind him.
"This," and with a flourish of her hands, hair caught behind the
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child's slightly oversized ears. The ears pulled away from the head and
slowly disintegrated in the air before drifting down and landing on the
comforter. Her eyes tightened in confusion.
"It's all right," Chase said and grabbed hold of Sylvia, whose arms
were still extended out with limp wrists. He backed her away by the
shoulders. "It's fine," and he shook the can again, sprayed the sides of
the kid's head, and looked over the new set of ears, which were just like
the old ones.
"See? He'll be fine."
But Sylvia was just shaking her head. "That? That thing is not a
child. It's a mirage, a hoax. And I refuse to believe that you actually
want me to treat it and care for it like it were my son." Sucking in her
cheeks, she left the room, leaving the InstaBoy and Chase to stand and
listen as the front door shut.
The sound of a door slamming woke Chase up early the next
morning, his cheek stuck to the couch's plastic cushions, the light and
sounds of infomercials filling the still-dark room. He jerked himself up
and turned to the front door, but no one was there. Gently he called out,
"Sylvia?" And when he didn't get an answer made his way back to their
bedroom. She was still asleep, a dark shadow curled up under the
covers, as though she hadn't shifted since he'd walked back to check on
her earlier.
At the other end of the hall, though the door was shut tight, Chase
could feel air seeping out around the frame, caressing the tops of his
feet. The window above the bed was open, the wind from outside
touching the room's twin bed and dresser before making its way out the
door; when Chase walked further into the room, it eventually caught
hold and slammed with a hollow thud.
"Damn it." And once across the room, Chase leaned over the bed
and pulled the window shut before sitting on the edge of the mattress.
The kid was merely a bump under the blankets, like he'd burrowed himself deep within the covers to keep warm. Chase placed a hand on that
bump, almost shaking it to see if he was OK, if he needed anything.
Instead, Chase decided just to pull the covers back.
He was expecting to find the child curled up in the fetal position,
trying to keep himself warm. What he found was a body lying just as
he'd tucked it in, on its back, arms bent so the hands were supposed to
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be clutching the blanket around the neck. Only they weren't clutching
anything, because the fingers were missing from the knuckles up and the
head was gone too, the wind having cut a smooth, beveled edge right
above the shoulders.
Several instances later, including but not limited to one involving a
hand being ripped off during a game of catch, and another with an air
vent and missing toes, Chase resigned himself to the fact that Devon had
to be isolated. He bought yards upon yards of plastic, the heavy-duty
kind put on windows in winter, and sealed up the boy's room. He constructed a wall of plastic several feet from the door and covered up the
windows and the air vents. All of the cracks in the walls were filled, and
anything remotely heavy that Devon might accidentally drop was taken
away: baseballs, books, action figures, almost any toy not made of cloth
or soft rubber.
He also placed a call to the InstaChild Corporation for a case of
brown-haired, brown-eyed boys when he heard that the company was
folding. The extra spray came in handy for unexpected events, such as
when he sneezed on Devon while in the room, when Devon tried on
clothes that were too heavy, or for fingers accidentally slammed in
drawers, and it was used frequently.
When Chase wasn't in the room with Devon, teaching him to color
or count, he and Sylvia kept a chart of her menstrual cycle. He took days
off from work to spend time in bed with her. They tried positions that
were supposed to heighten chances, such as old-wives' tricks as having
her stand on her head afterwards, but time after time the test came up
negative.
Sylvia took time warming up to Devon. He started out as a nuisance;
while she talked on the phone or cleaned or cooked, he wandered
around, riffling through cabinets or asking her to read to him. She never
left the apartment with him, because she didn't want people in the
building, the neighborhood, or in town wondering where he had come
from. No one would believe they had come across the money to adopt,
and Chase had the kid calling her Mom, so no one would buy that he
was a cousin or nephew. And with him trapped in the house, she was
trapped, too.
But when he wasn't underfoot anymore she started visiting Devon in
his bubble. First, she just peered in occasionally, getting a glimpse of him
and then walking away. Then she started walking in, standing over the

222

Hair Tr i gger 30

threshold of the door as if the plastic was an electric fence she couldn't
cross. She watched him bounce against the wall the lightweight, green
playground ball Chase had bought him after he took away his basketball; watched as he hung cotton sheets around the room as a fort. She'd
watch until he noticed she was standing there. He'd look up, force a
smile, and look away. She'd smile back but he never caught it, and then
she would leave the room.
The day she walked in and he wasn't doing anything, she pulled
back the plastic and walked in.
"Hi."
"Hey."

"Why aren't you ... ?"
"I wanna go outside." Devon looked at her with eyes glistening.
"Will you take me outside?"
"You're not supposed to be outside."
"I know, Dad told me. But it's not windy or anything, see?" Sylvia
was surprised at how much Devon had learned since the first time he
stared up at her like a lost puppy, and she looked out the window. Even
through the translucent plastic she could see that the trees were still, the
leaves not even shivering.
"I'm OK if it's not windy, right?"
"Right, but ..."
"Come on, for a li'l bit?"
"I don't think I ..." Sylvia scanned around the room. Scattered
about were the paper cups Chase brought Devon's water in. He lined
eight of them up along the dresser each day when he went to work, more
if his shift was to be longer than eight hours. There were five left and
many more placed along the floor. Except for the cups and the green
ball, the room looked exactly as it had before Chase' d brought Devon
home. There was nothing new on the walls, and anything Chase' d
brought home for the kid was now in the hall closet. She remembered
the room she grew up in, with walls her parents let her paint with stick
figures in primary colors, dress-up clothes and dolls and tea sets scattered all over the floor. And she remembered how bored she had gotten
with all of it.
"Drink a glass of water, then grab your jacket." Devon threw his
arms around her so fast, she barely had time to respond by putting hers
around his neck before he was at the closet, pulling out a blue wind-
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breaker. But then something made her reach up and caress her neck with
her fingertips.
"I'll be back in a minute. Wait here." The dull hum of the air conditioner filled the living room, and turning it off was the first thing she
did, waiting for the last of the breeze to pass through the room. Then
she went to the kitchen, pulling a clear garbage bag out from under the
sink and the meat scissors from the butcher's block.
She pulled the bag over Devon's head, who didn't ask questions. "If
we are going outside, we have to make sure."
She cut holes for his arms to fit through, and put a pair of her hairdying gloves over his hands. Once he was sheathed in plastic, she felt
confident and led him out of the room.
In the apartment hall they ran into Mrs. Ortiz, the thin Hispanic
woman who lived downstairs. She was carrying her laundry in from the
dryers and Sylvia waved while Mrs. Ortiz nodded. No one in the
building talked much outside of the laundry room, but Sylvia saw the
way Mrs. Lewis was staring at Devon, all clad in plastic, and knew
immediately what the next topic of laundry discussion was going to be.
She shuffled Devon outside, careful to stand with her body shielding
him from the sidewalk. "So, what do you want to do?"
"The park."
Sylvia took Devon's hand in hers and they headed off to the park.
By the time they got there, she'd given up on avoiding looks: They were
everywhere. Kids stared. Parents stared. People walking their dogs
stared. Instead she let Devon run across the grassy expanse to the swing
set surrounded by wood chips. He began to pump his legs and lean his
body back, so by the time she reached him, the chains were making their
rusty squeals and he was flying high. But she stood behind him anyway
to press her hands to his back on the downswings.
She teeter-tottered with him. She held his feet as he crossed the
monkey bars. "Devon, be careful." "Don't climb so high." "You are
going to get your fingers caught if you aren't careful." And she didn't
notice the clouds darkening the sky until the breeze began picking up.
The grass began to quiver and her hair drifted across her cheek.
"Devon, Devon, we have to go home now." He looked down on her
from the top of the slide and didn't object; his suit was beginning to
ruffle.
He pushed himself down the slide, his encased bottom gliding like
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oil against metal, and when he reached the bottom she was waiting to
take his hand and lead him across the park.
It was only a six-block walk back to the apartment, and they were
doing fine until the third. Then the wind started to pick up, dragging a
chip bag across the concrete and making smaller tree branches sway.
"Are you doing all right?" Devon looked up and nodded. But on the
fourth block he came to a dead halt in the middle of the sidewalk. Sylvia
looked down and saw that his feet were missing, along with both legs
below the knees. Rain was beginning to fall, little spots hitting the sidewalk and beads collecting on the garbage bag, then sliding down it.
Sylvia picked him up, cradling him like an infant and jogging gently
to get them home quicker. But the first time she glanced down at him,
the wind was working its way up the bag. She stopped to tie it shut, but
by then all she had left was half a torso with arms and a head.
The rain was forming puddles and had soaked her hair and most of
her clothes by the time she walked through the door of the apartment.
She unwrapped Devon and placed him on the couch, looking him over
to make sure what was left of him was all right. Then she headed to the
hall closet for a can of InstaBoy. There was only one, sitting on the top
shelf, and it felt light. She shook it in the living room, and they both listened to the metal ball inside as it seemed to hit against an empty shell.
They watched as she aimed it toward where Devon's feet were supposed
to be, watching tips of sneakers appear before the can began to sputter,
thick globs bubbling at the tip, then nothing else.
"Hold on, I'll be right back," and she started hunting. She opened
the kitchen cabinets, shifting around yellow-labeled cans of vegetables
and boxes of Hamburger Helper. She looked under sinks, pushing aside
multipurpose cleaner. She checked all the closets in the house; she was
positive they had to have at least one more can lying around somewhere,
and one more can was all she needed. She looked under beds, in
drawers, opened bags and purses, even sifted through laundry hampers,
and still turned up nothing.
Devon knew what she was doing when she came back to him emptyhanded and wouldn't look down at him. What surprised him was that
she covered him back up in the plastic before her solid hands scooped
his body up and she opened the apartment door.
The rain wasn't falling as hard, but the wind was still going, howling
through the door to the building. When she stepped out onto the con-
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crete porch, she looked around for the place to put him. She thought
about leaving him on the stairs, but decided he'd rather sit on the grass.
It was in the center of the lawn, right under a skinny tree with rattling leaves. She set him down and, afraid she wouldn't be able to do it
otherwise, turned away before pulling off the plastic. She kicked up
water beads as she ran, but made it into the building before the last of
his red shirt was gone.
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At the Funeral of Munir Omar
Faisal Mohyuddin

EVER SINCE HE ARRIVED AT THE CEMETERY ON THIS CLOUDY OCTOBER

Sunday, a camera hidden inside his coat like a gun, ready, in a single
swift motion, to take aim and shoot the man's face, Bilal had been
rehearsing the shot. He saw in his own unstill mind his arm lashing out
like a whip, his finger in one moment steady on the trigger, in the next
pressing pressing pressing to get one two three-who knows how many
more-shots. All of them necessary. Any one of them the perfect shot,
the shot that would keep him feeling less alone and maybe even safe forever. But the shot-it had to happen at the right moment, when no one
was looking; otherwise he knew he would have hell to pay. Yes, Bilal
understood just how perverted his wish would seem to anybody else,
how strange and despicable, this secret mission to photograph a murdered man's face. No one would understand the need or listen to the boy
tell of how terrible his dreams had become, how this man, even in death,
could again be his savior. Everyone, his father included, would want to
lock him up for good.
In a prison or a mental ward? Take your choice, they would say.
How could he possibly explain to anyone how his entire life (or so
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it seemed to the sixteen-year-old boy) depended on that face, the face of
Munir Omar, a man who embodied in Bilal's eyes the meaning of living
a free life? That face once belonged to a man who years earlier saved
Bilal from the torment of despair, who showed the boy it was OK to
dream beyond the tight circles of other people's worlds. In his own
mind, this undertaking, bizarre as it was, made complete sense, but Bilal
knew that rationalizing his plans to anyone else was impossibile. He had
no choice but to be careful, calculating, and-God help him-lucky.
So he waited with his thoughts churning, one of hundreds of
mourners, for his tum to view the man's body. The grave site was so
close to the highway beyond a wall of tall oak trees that a constant hiss
of speeding cars filled the autumn air. Realizing that few immigrants had
plans ever to return to their homelands, a group of leaders at the Islamic
Foundation Mosque had purchased these plots of land more than
twenty years ago and designated them as the Muslim section of the
cemetery. The deceased were many in number now, and Munir Omar's
body, which rested in the open casket at the far end of the cemetery,
would be one of the last to be buried here. Inside the casket, his body
lay, according to Islamic custom, wrapped in a white cotton shroud, his
face turned to one side so that when the coffin was eventually placed
inside the dark mouth of the earth, it would be facing Mecca. The top
and back of Munir Omar's head-the killer had bashed it in with a pipe
wrench-remained hidden inside the folds of the white sheet, but black
gashes could be seen above one eye, while a dark purple bruise shone
through the white skin of one cheek.
"Just be patient," Bilal whispered to himself, over and over, as he
waited, hovering half dazed near where the body lay, standing, hidden
hand over heart, within the dancing shadows of a cluster of oak trees,
surveying the lines of people walking past the open casket, watching
person after person gasp and cringe, turn away, cry, do whatever else
indicated shock, outrage, despair, grief. Then Bilal saw the murdered
man's daughters approach, fighting to take the next step closer to the
coffin, fighting to keep their balance and not stumble, to stay strong,
each one already a mess of tears, hollowed-out eyes, disheveled hair, and
years and years of pain etched into their brows. When they looked into
the long gray box to see their father for the first time in death, his face
empty, cut up, and bruised, his head half hidden, they lost their minds
completely and became, in Bilal's eyes, as wild as banshees. Their shrieks
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were so deafening that many of the hundreds who had gathered on this
chilly day for the funeral felt as if the tendons had come loose from their
bones. Two men rushed up to the girls and pulled them, screaming, away
from the coffin, and all eyes followed them as they were dragged off
towards their mother, who sat in a folding lawn chair in the middle of
the crowd of women, her face dead white, eyes impossibly vacant, lips
parted. It looked as if her soul, ravaged by grief, had fled the sadness of
her body through her open mouth.
All of a sudden, Bilal saw that the dead man was no longer the
object of everyone's attention, and thinking Now! Now! he raced up to
the coffin, his eyes huge with exhilaration, his heart thundering inside
his chest. Perhaps, he thought, this will be the beginning of a new lifemy own life. Perhaps this is that very moment Uncle Munir told me
would come one day. Camera already out, his thoughts aswirl, Bilal
looked down into the casket and saw the face he loved so dearly, saw it
ruined by some killer, saw the eternal sadness there. Saw it for the first
time as a death thing. He steadied the camera in front of his eyes, saw
Munir's face fall into focus through the little window of the viewfinder,
and wished he could see the dead man's eyes alive for one last time.
Bilal's heart, now engorged with anger and hurt, stopped beating
entirely to keep from bursting. And with his heart suddenly stunned into
stillness, something else happened: the pebble that had for years lived
inside Bilal's chest, waning and waxing like a little moon according to
the tides of his life, began to tremble and swell. A stone now, it pressed
against his lungs, making breathing almost impossible, and Bilal, afraid
of being crushed under the weight of his own unexpected impotence,
suddenly lost control of his hands, and all he could think of each time
his index finger pressed down on the shutter was The flash, the flash ...
I forgot to turn off the damn flash!
Then, as he stuffed the camera back into his coat, all of a suddenas if God Himself had descended from the heavens to punish him for the
wickedness of his mission now complete-two huge hands fell around
Bilal's neck and began crushing the life from his thin body.
"Haramzadeh! You besharam!" roared a man's voice, while the
hands, heavy as boulders, continued to squeeze away at Bilal's throat.
"What do you think you're doing, you sick little bastard? You, you
shameless chutia! What do you think, this is a goddamn circus?" The
man's hands squeezed so tightly around Bilal's small throat that the
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blood in the boy's face began to boil, his cheeks burned, and his eyes
became wet with shame, fear, and panic, feeling as if they were seconds
away from bursting out from his skull.
"How dare you make my brother into a toy for your games?" the
man named Malik screamed as he continued to choke, his head shaking
side to side in a wild fury. "He's dead now! My poor little brother-and
you, you chutia bastard, you haramzadeh-you are making a mockery
of him!"
Bilal grunted, incapable of mouthing the HelpmeHelpmeHelpmes
jammed like rocks in his windpipe. The camera bounced back and forth
inside his coat, hitting his ribs like a fist, and Bilal struggled to free himself from the crazed Malik, struggled to suck in mouthfuls of air, his
nails cutting deep into the man's hands, his body wild with panic, his
heels ramming into the man's shins. But the man continued to curse,
denouncing Bilal's heartlessness with a string of profanities so loud they
stilled the heaving bodies of even the two girls who had fallen into their
mother's arms and lost themselves in her stillness.
Suddenly-Oh, my God!-someone screamed.
And then-Hey! Let him go! You'll kill that boy!
Then-Brother Malik! Brother Malik!
So many voices filled the air-the man screaming, Haramzadeh
haramzadeh, Bilal grunting and groaning, who knows how many voices
yelling, My God! My God!, others hollering, Let him go! Let that boy
go! and one, far in the back of the crowd, asking, What in God's name
is going on? Through the uproar, Bilal recognized his father's voice rising
from the commotion. When he saw him rushing in his direction, a few
other faceless men behind him, Bilal felt something inside his chest begin
to stir and swell, and he was convinced that his own father, a man who
had always chastised his son for being so careless, was hell bent on
assisting in his own son's murder.
Instead, his father shouted, "Brother Malik! No!"
But Bilal, as his vision began to fade and the commotion in his ears
faded into murmurs, had already begun to wonder, Could it really be
that I am about to die? when, all of a sudden, he felt more hands, too
many to count, on his body and his neck, pulling and pushing, pulling
and pushing, as if they were rocking him out of one life and into the
next. Bilal's father, along with two other men, had thrown their arms
around both Malik and Bilal, trying to separate them, but Bilal was too
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far gone to make sense of the madness that raged around his body. And
in the gathering blindness of death, all Bilal cared to know was-Was it
really worth my life, getting this photograph?
Photographs had always fascinated Bilal, had always been what connected him to the bigger world and to the family members he heard so
much about but had never met. His parents left Pakistan back in the
early 1980s shortly after they married, and settled in the Chicago suburbs with the help of an old friend. Even though they talked every year
of making a trip back to their native country, tight finances, family conflicts-something different every year-prevented Bilal and his parents
from ever visiting Pakistan. So he resorted to photographs to know what
his grandparents, his aunts and uncles, those too-many-to-count cousins
all looked like. He saw in the photographs the dusty streets of his
mother's village on the outskirts of Lahore and the busy intersections of
his father's neighborhood in the city itself; he longed to visit the lush
mountain valleys in the north that he had found in books about
Pakistan he sometimes flipped through at the local library.
"Mummi, when will I get to go to Pakistan?" he asked his mother
one day.
"Oh, Bilal," she responded, "we will go someday soon."
"When is soon?"
"When Allah wills it, then we will all go."
Everything was always in God's hands, Bilal thought, which, to an
already quiet kid, an only child growing up in the suburbs of Chicago,
always meant, do not ask too many questions. But there were so many
things he wanted to know. The more he learned about his background,
the more he thirsted to learn more, and the less he understood, the more
trapped he felt in his own life, stuck within this identity that he was, as
a good Muslim boy living in America, supposed to hold in the highest
esteem.
But it was the photos of people's faces that Bilal found most moving,
that set his imagination on fire. How unbelievable it was that outsiders
were there in the midst of catastrophe, bearing witness to all the horrible
things that made our world what it was. Bilal captured the horror in
people's eyes, the curve of their mouths, the lines carved into their
brows. His eyes burned with a desire to become another witness, a pair
of eyes whose job it was to see the world as it really was, out there

Faisal

Mohyuddin

231

beyond the safe horizons of his suburban life. How badly he wished he
could somehow fast-forward these last two years of high school, skip
college entirely, and go, camera in hand, magazines of film rolls strapped
across his chest like bullets, to the most war-ravaged, poverty-stricken,
tragedy-infested places to experience life on a larger scale, life that
was-despite all the love-thy-neighbor garbage every adult he knew
kept trying to stuff down his throat-full of suffering and human evil
and natural disaster.
He had enrolled in a photography class this year and loved how well
the first few weeks of the class had gone, loved the feeling of power the
camera gave him. But after capturing a series of photographs of flowers,
street signs, school bus mirrors, skyscrapers in downtown Chicago,
classic cars gathered at the local carnival back in late September, pieces
of shattered glass in the sand of baseball diamonds-all of them from
strange angles to bring them to life-Bilal grew bored of taking pictures
of everyday things at school and in his home and neighborhood. Every
time he opened up a newspaper, especially these days when he could
compare his own photographs to those he saw in the Chicago Tribune
and the New York Times, he felt increasingly trapped in the mundane
parameters of his own life. To push against the boundaries, he began
taking photographs of squirrels and raccoons lying dead and mangled in
the middle of busy streets, of car accident scenes whenever he was lucky
enough to find himself near one, of profane graffiti scrawled on playground water fountains and slides and swing sets, all with young children playing innocently nearby.
Bilal's next project-something about it felt wrong, which was why
he knew he had to complete it. He convinced a strange girl named Loma
to be the subject of a series of portraits; in each photograph she covered
her eyes with her arm and two rows of black stitches, each spanning the
length of her wrist, stared back at the viewer. Loma had tried to kill herself-Bilal never knew why exactly-and had spent a month in a youth
psychiatric ward.
"I don't care what those doctors say to me, I don't care what drugs
they pump into my body, I don't care what my parents do, I'm fucking
tired of everything, and one day I'm gonna kill myself and go down
smiling my fucking face off."
Bilal was in awe of this girl.
"And next time," she continued, twisting around so he could get a
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shot of the back of her head while she gave the finger to some invisible
enemy in the distance, her scars blaring back at him through the lens,
"next time, I'm gonna make sure I finish the job."
Those photographs, though they were rich in shock value and his
teacher refused to display any of them (meaning in Bilal's eyes that he
had succeeded on some level), they never turned out the way Bilal would
have liked, because despite her pride and ferocious spirit, Loma refused
to show her face in any of them. Without the face to give the wrist an
identity and the kind of authenticity that all good photojournalism
requires, the shots felt flat and lifeless, confirming again for Bilal the
value of a face. All the best newspaper photos showed people's faces.
Faces held the real power; faces told so much of a story, the part that
words alone could never tell. Faces were what the most celebrated photographers sought out in their work. Capturing them required an intimacy on the part of the photographer, a kind of shared experience with
the subject being photographed. And what about Munir Omar's face?
Ever since he first met him in his backyard on the night his daughter
Soraiya fell from the tree, ever since he beheld for the first time the
power of that man's face, Bilal had longed to have a photograph of him.
Death-thought a despondent Bilal on the night he learned of the
murder-it would not stand between him and the photograph he
wanted so badly.
Besides, how impressive would it be for him, a boy thirsting to be
seen as more creative, who wanted to prove his own life was interesting
enough to yield interesting shots, if Bilal got a shot of a dead man?
Captured not as a dressed-up doll as the Americans did their dead, but
in natural form, without any makeup or fancy clothes, according to
Islamic custom? There would be controversy, and he would argue with
his teacher when she refused to let him include that photo in his section
of the class's display case; Bilal, emboldened by the spirit Munir Omar
embodied, would say to Mr. Gregory that the photograph was real, and
real things that disturb need to be seen. Lying in bed that night, his eyes
empty now of tears, Bilal would imagine receiving strange looks and
even awe when he walked down the hallways, for he would have done
something worth noticing, worth everyone's attention. That night,
despite his grief, the dark corners of the world he saw himself stuck in
for the rest of his life suddenly opened up and began to fill with a new
light, one that illuminated so many roads leading to new places. All of
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them were unknown and intimidating, but so enchanting as well. To live
a larger life-that was what he had wanted for so long now, and he
knew that life could be found in doing bold, outrageous, and maybe
even wicked things.
The first time Bilal did something his father considered criminal was
at the home of Christina Weaver, one of his classmates in the second
grade. Her mother had invited every student in her daughter's class to
celebrate Christina's seventh birthday, and Bilal's parents allowed him to
go because they figured the party would be just like another school
activity. Plus, the Weavers lived right down the block, meaning Bilal's
parents could go and check up on him if they felt the need to. When she
dropped him off in front of Christina's house, Bilal's mother, Jameela,
gave her son some basic instructions.
"Son, don't talk to any of the girls unless you have to. There are
enough boys to play with."
"OK, Mummi," Bilal said, trying to free his hand from Jameela's.
"And be sure not to eat any pork. These Americans love to eat pork,
so be sure to ask."
"I know, I know!"
"One last thing, Bilal. I will pick you up at six, OK?"
"OK."
"Allah Hafiz, Bilal," his mother said as she let him go.
Bilal repeated the Muslim farewell as he sprinted up to ring
Christina Weaver's doorbell. When she opened the door, he handed her
the gift he and his mother had picked out and wrapped together; it was
a sweatshirt with a picture of a turtle on it. When Jameela saw Christina
smile so brightly at her Bilal, she frowned and turned abruptly to go
home. Three hours later, she returned to pick her son up.
"So how was the party?"
"Oh, lots of fun. They had this huge picture of a donkey on the wall
in the basement," he said as he spread his arms wide to show his mother
just how big the animal was. "The donkey had no tail, and we got blindfolded and had to put a tail on the picture. Whoever got the tail closest
to the donkey's butt won a prize."

"Bilal!" Jameela said with a start. "You know it's not good to use
bad words!"
"I didn't say a bad word, Mummi," he said, suddenly confused.
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"You said butt. That's not a nice word."
"But what else am I supposed to call it?"
"I don't know, but not that."
Bilal ran through his seven-year-old vocabulary to find a word more
suitable than butt but came up empty. They arrived home and Bilal
found his father sitting at the kitchen table.
"Did you have fun, Bilal?" Umair asked.
"It was lots of fun, Abu."
"So what did you eat there?"
"We had chips and popcorn and pizza and Kool-Aid."
"What kind of pizza was it?"
"They had cheese and sausage pizza."
"Sausage? I hope you didn't eat that kind of pizza," Umair declared.
"What's wrong with sausage? We eat it at home all the time."
"What did you just say?" Umair demanded. "Sausage is pork, and
Allah forbids that pork ever enter our home!"
"But it was just like keema," explained Bilal.
"Don't you know that our keema is not the same as the keema the
Americans eat? Jameela, didn't you warn him not to eat any of the pork
there?"
"I told him especially, right before I dropped him off." She turned
towards Bilal. "Didn't I tell you to ask if something was made of pork?
Don't you know that our keema is ground beef? That sausage is made
of pork."
"I didn't know, Mummi. I really didn't know." Tears appeared in his
eyes, and he was choking on his words. "I just thought it was keema,
just like we eat at home!"
"Bilal, stop your crying," roared Umair, "and go upstairs and brush
your teeth three times and wash your hands three times, you filthy pig!"
Bilal rushed upstairs and brushed his teeth not only three times but
ten times, brushed and brushed until his gums grew sore and he spit
pink-white saliva into the sink. Then he came back down to the kitchen,
feeling unbelievably unclean, just like a pig, just like his father said,
feeling, all of a sudden, something small and hard-it felt like a stonematerialize in his chest. He had eaten pork. But worst of all, he knew, he
had enjoyed the taste of the sausage and wondered if he could ever
purify his little-boy soul. All that night, in Bilal's dreams, he saw himself
in a huge mansion, running room to room, finding in each one boxes
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and boxes of sausage pizzas. With quick fingers, he plucked the chunks
of brown sausage from the white cheese and stuffed them, one after
another, little blossoms of sin and filth, into his mouth, all the while
snorting like a hog as he chewed. If one slice could render him a polluted
beast, then why bother stopping until his belly was completely full, his
soul completely corrupted?
"Brothers," Munir Omar began, his heart heavy with what, for some
reason, felt like impending sinfulness, "please come and sit here with
me." He motioned with hand sweeps for the handful of men still lingering in the prayer hall to form a circle around him. "I have some wonderful news to share with all of you this morning. But first we must sit
together."
Most of the thirty or so men who came to the Islamic Foundation
Mosque each day for the predawn prayer had left by now, but some,
including Umair, liked to stay a short while afterwards to enjoy some tea
and chat about whatever was on their minds-religion, the political
scene back home in Pakistan and India, or some of the upcoming events
at the mosque. Umair, Ghazi, Abdul Hameed, and Farooq-four of
Munir's closest friends-all positioned themselves around him, each balancing a foam cup in his hand, careful not to add anything more onto
the carpeting that wore several years' worth of spills and stains. At the
far side of the room, near the door to the bathrooms where worshippers
could wash up before praying, Bilal stood, reading with glazed eyes the
various brochures tacked onto the bulletin board. He had tried reading
from the Qur'an like his father had instructed, but he was too sleepyhaving woken up at 4:30 A.M.-to concentrate on anything, let alone
words written in Arabic, a language he struggled to read and understood
not a word of. He hoped his father would take him home soon.
"What's this about?" asked Farooq, a chubby man with a long white
beard and a red face. Behind his back, many of the children liked to call
him Santa Claus. "Daughter's engagement or something?"
"No, no, nothing like that," said Munir.
"We're sitting now, tell us," Umair said with raised eyebrows.
"Just one minute," Munir replied. "Bilal, son. Come sit with us. You
are a growing young man, and you should sit with the rest of the men."
Bilal looked over to where they all sat, then checked his father's face to
see it was really OK to join them. "Bilal," repeated Munir, " I want you
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to hear the news too." Bilal had no real desire to listen to some boring
conversation about who knows what, but he knew he could not refuse
the invitation. He joined the circle, sitting between Munir and Umair.
"OK, Munir Bhai, tell us the good news," said Abdul Hameed.
"Some of us have to get to work soon."
"Work, yes, of course," said Munir. "My news is about just that."
"A new job?" responded Ghazi who had been working as a cabdriver in the western suburbs for more than four years now.
"No, even better," Munir declared. And then, just as he had feared,
Munir's tongue turned to ice. Munir Omar knew there would be resistance to his decision to buy a run-down laundromat up in Wisconsin.
Even if he explained how a series of low-paying, dead-end jobs these
past few years had left him weary as a man and disheartened as a husband and father, how the laundromat opportunity could be the start of
a new and better life for his family, he knew-long before he ever said a
word about his plans to any of them-that many of his closest friends
would just shake their heads and tell him he was making a big mistake.
That was why for months he had worked in secret to secure a loan, bargain a fair price with a seller, and find an affordable apartment in Beloit.
He had even won his wife and daughters' consent, something he had
worried about since the very beginning, with his enthusiasm for the
opportunity and with endless promises of a better life for them all.
But the most difficult step would be breaking the news to these
friends he loved dearly, the men who had welcomed him wholeheartedly
when he first moved from Pakistan to the United States in 1985, who
had always been there to help him and his family when times were tight.
Now, here he was, after having rehearsed the conversation in his mind
for weeks, unable to speak to any of them. He looked into Bilal's face
and thought of his own daughter, of how badly he wanted them to have
bright futures-even if it meant sacrificing so much right now.
"May Allah forgive me if this upsets any of you." He started up
again, unable to make eye contact with anyone now, and explained in
one long rant what he had decided to do, how he had thought long and
hard about it, had turned to Allah every night for guidance, had lost so
much sleep these past few months knowing how hard it would be
moving two hours away from the place he had considered home for so
long. "I am tired of working so hard at jobs that pay so little. I do not
have the luxury of a college degree, so my options will always be
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restricted. That's why I wanted to go into business."
"Why not start something here, a restaurant or something?" asked
Ghazi.
"No," said Munir. "I already thought about that; it's just too expensive down here." Bilal saw the anguish in Munir's face, how he shook his
head from side to side, as if he was ashamed, and felt sorry for him.
When the orange light of the rising sun burned through the long thin
windows that lined the base of the dome above the hall, Munir looked
up into the slits of sky and was silent.
"But there are so many good jobs in the Chicago area," said Abdul
Hameed. "Allah willing, you will find one soon enough. Remember how
many years I worked at the Dominick's all night before I got my job at
Motorola?"
"Allah willing, that happened for you. But I just can't wait any
longer for Allah," mumbled Munir. "I need to help myself. My daughters are getting older. They are smart girls, and I want to send them to
good colleges."
"Why not send them to a community college for two years?" asked
Ghazi.
"No, I can't let them settle for that."
Abdul Hameed jumped in again. "Munir Bhai, haven't we always
told you that you should never worry about anything as long as you
have a Muslim community around you? Haven't we always helped you
out? When your wife had to start working, remember how we had a
fundraiser to buy her a car?"
"But Brother," said Munir, "may Allah reward you all for everything
you have done for me and my family. But I want to support my own
family on my own."
"By getting a loan?" Umair demanded. "What if the laundry fails?
Then what? What about your daughters' future then? No one will want
to marry the daughter of a bankrupt man."
"Umair, please," begged Munir, his face flushed . "I am not doing any
of this blindly. There is a new rental complex being built not far from
the Laundromat, so business will no doubt improve. Plus, I have already
gotten a license to sell snacks and drinks. There is a big margin there."
"Abu," whispered Bilal, touching his father's hand.
"Bilal, please be quiet for a minute."
"But I just wanted to ask Uncle Munir how far away this place is."
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"Not now!"
"Son," Munir said, "it's about two hours away, on the way to
Wisconsin Dells."
"That's not so far away, Abu," Bilal said. "Right, Uncle?"
Umair held his hand up to Bilal, his way of telling his son to shut up.
"Don't you know it's not safe up there? Look at all the news programs
and you'll see Muslims getting arrested and attacked."
"Yes, just last week that guy from Minnesota got in trouble for
wearing a T-shirt that had Arabic writing on it," said Ghazi.
"You have two young daughters," Umair continued. "Yes, I understand that you are worried about their future. But what about now?
Huh? What if something happens to them? Young girls-these
Americans don't have any respect for women. Who knows what might
happen to them?"
But Munir refused to worry any more about such things; let each
man try in his own way to convince him to change his mind. He had
already completed the paperwork, signed a year-long lease for the apartment. More than anything, his heart was set on moving and no one, no
matter how much fear they instilled in him-fear that felt so degrading
and hopeless at times-was going to keep him stuck in the same life he
had been trying to live himself out of for so many years. When Abdul
Hameed and Umair both realized they would be late for work if they did
not leave now, the circle of men rose to say their farewells. Bilal, who
stood up only after everyone else had done so, watched as his father and
the other men quietly shook hands with Munir, not hugging him like
they usually did. It hurt him to see how alone Munir looked at that
moment, and as they all left the mosque, heading toward their cars, Bilal
rushed over to Munir and looked up into his face.
"Good luck, Uncle," he said. "I think you are doing a good thing."
Munir smiled and touched Bilal on the nose. "Son," he whispered,
leaning down toward Bilal so he could peer deeply into the boy's eyes,
"we all have to live our own lives, not those we are told to live." The
skin on Bilal's face burned beneath Munir's gaze. "One day, son, you'll
know exactly what that means." Bilal murmured good-bye, not knowing
what else to say to this strange man, then dashed off toward his father,
trying without success to rub the fire from his cheeks as he ran.
"Act like a Muslim," was what his father always said whenever a
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situation arose that he had no immediate answer for.
Thinking of Munir consoled Bilal whenever he grew frustrated with
his father, but his imagination-no matter how clearly he could see
Munir's face against the darkness of his closed eyelids-did little to keep
Bilal from the persecution of his own dreams. That first dream of porkeating gone wild-the night when Bilal first felt the presence of a stone
inside his chest-that was what started the insanity. The more the stone
inside him threatened to become a boulder, the more vicious his dreams
became. In his earliest dreams, Bilal was a witness to himself, watching
from a distance, as he did wicked things, criminal things, things he
would be ashamed of when he woke up: stealing unlocked bikes from
outside the comic-book store in the strip mall near his house, shoplifting
packs of baseball cards from the supermarkets by hiding them in his
socks, drawing lewd pictures of male genitalia with a magic marker on
the insides of bathroom stalls and, when the opportunity came up, into
other students' school-issued textbooks.
Then, as the dreams worsened, Bilal began collecting rocks in his
pockets and throwing them into people's bedroom windows while he
hid in bushes. Every time he shattered the glass and heard someone
scream, he felt his blood throbbing through his arms and legs and in his
temples and palms. In all of those early dreams, Bilal saw himself from
a healthy distance, far enough away to make him wonder if this newborn delinquent was really him, but close enough to see the joy in the
boy's movements, how agile he seemed in those criminal activities,
stuffing his face with swine or vandalizing the neighborhood, whatever.
When he awoke, feeling unbelievably ashamed, alone in his own madness of a life, Bilal would trace the source of these dreams to his father
and mother, to his entire circle of friends, and even to his own cultural
and religious heritage, to how others kept chanting at young kids like
Bilal things like you are not Muslim enough, not Pakistani enough, or
just too Americanized, too whitewashed, too lost in corruption of this
culture to know how lucky we are to be Muslims ... how safe we are
in Allah's hands ... that is, if we choose to live in them.
Then Bilal came to know just how right his father had been when he
warned Munir Omar that rural Wisconsin-or rural anywhere for that
matter-was an unsafe place for Muslims. Bilal had been upstairs
working on his calculus homework, trying to figure out just what the
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meaning of limits was. Because no one ever really called him, Bilal did
what he always did and ignored the sound of the phone ringing and then
his mother's voice as she said, "Hello" and then, "Yes, just a moment,"
and then, "It's for you, Umair."
But his father moaning, "Allah have mercy! Allah have mercy!"
broke Bilal's concentration. Something was wrong, he knew, and he
folded his packet of math problems into his textbook and snuck out of
his room to stand in the dark hallway that ended in a staircase that led
down to the bright kitchen where his mother and father were. His father
thanked the caller, said, "Khuda Hafiz," hung up the phone, and sat
down at the table, shaking his head.
"Umair, what happened?" Jameela asked frantically, then sat down
across from him.
"That stupid man!" he yelled. "We told him not to go, but he refused
to listen to any of us!"
"Who? Tell me what happened," Jameela begged. "Please tell me."
"Munir Bhai ... he's dead, he's dead!" Umair's whole body shook,
and Jameela reached out to comfort him, but he pushed away her hand,
too upset to be touched. Upstairs, invisible in the darkness, Bilal felt
dizzy and sat down to keep from tumbling down the stairs. His mind
whirled with confusion and, finding it hard to breathe, he leaned forward onto his hands, to lean as close to his parents' voices as he could.
"What do you mean, dead?"
"They're all bastards, these Americans," Umair muttered. "No value
for a man's life, for his family's future. Jameela, somebody killed Munir
Bhai. Somebody, no one knows who, tried to rob Munir on Sunday
night and killed him somehow. Brother Ghazi said the police say the
killer used a wrench or something. These depraved bastards. But I blame
Munir. He should have known. We all told him to stay here, that Allah
would take care of things for him. We begged him so many times to stay.
The fool! The stupid fool! What does he think is going to happen now
to his wife and daughters? Huh?" Umair stood up from the table and
told Jameela he had to go.
"Where?"
"Ghazi said there is a gathering at the masjid tonight, before Isha
prayers. Maybe somebody else has more information."
"I should go, too, to find out about the girls and see what can be
done to help them."
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"What about Bilal?" Umair asked. Suddenly, afraid his parents
would discover him eavesdropping, Bilal froze up for a second and
crawled like a baby back to his bedroom.
"Bilal!" yelled his mother.
"Hhhuh?" Still shocked, that dazed sound was all Bilal could muster
as a reply.
"Your father and I are going to Islamic Foundation for a while,"
Jameela said. "You just keep doing your homework. If we're late getting
home, don't stay up too late."
And they were gone, and Bilal was left alone to make sense of the
tragedy. He no longer had a mind for math, so he got up from his desk,
shut the door to his room, turned out the desk lamp, and climbed
stomach down into bed. Once inside the warm fortress of his blanket,
Bilal could no longer hold the heartache inside, and he began to cry with
such energy that he pressed his face deep into his pillow to hide the
sound of his weeping. His body quaked in bed for who knows how long,
and as he wept, Bilal could not help but stare into the darkness of his
mind, searching searching searching for Munir Omar's face. His
thoughts, frantic with hopelessness and grief, wild with panic, raged like
storms inside his head. Then he turned away from the wet pillow to
breathe fresh air. I loved that man, Bilal thought to himself, trying to
stay strong. But the next thought-maybe I love him more than my own
father-was what really sent Bilal spinning out of control, his heart now
heavy with both sorrow and shame, into a despair he had never before
known.
I need you, Uncle Munir, Bilal whispered. I wish you were here with
me right now. Suddenly he had an idea that would change everything.
Maybe, just maybe, if he could somehow keep Munir Omar's face with
him forever-not just as a conjured-up image in his mind, but as a real,
tangible thing, it would become a constant charm he could look at and
draw energy from. Maybe, thought Bilal, his heart suddenly full of a
new kind of longing, maybe I can get a photograph of that face. Then it
would be mine to have, mine forever.
But for him now, it was more than that. He thought about how,
whenever he came home, after another disappointing day, thirsting for
the feeling of a wider sense of existence, he could go into his bedroom
and pull the photograph from the hiding place inside his pillowcase and
look into the dead face and feel that small pebble in his chest quiver and

242

Hair Trigger 30

swell and shrink. It was the pebble, he knew, that would be, by gathering
mass and expanding just a little every day, the thing that made it impossible to live a life of quiet rage. His heart, his lungs, they would be forced
into the corners of his chest cavity as the pebble became a stone. Every
time he fought with his mother or father, every time he burst into a
scream, Bilal could feel that weight inside him grow lighter and his lungs
fill more fully than before, and that was why he needed his own life.
Otherwise I, too, will die, but as a coward. The photograph-it could
save Bilal from the black hole of a life he was constantly finding himself
in, one where millions of things needed to be said, but where every syllable is swallowed or, when it is uttered, goes unheard-stardust floating
through the quiet vacuum, the stillness of outer space.
Such wild thoughts kept Bilal awake half the night. But just before
he finally fell asleep, feeling hopeful and brave, he knew he was
moments away from reentering the sinister world of his nightmares and
that something drastic, something criminal-something only a psychopath would do-needed to be done. In his most recent dreams, he
found his gaze zooming in closer and closer to that boy who did all
those terrible things. In the past year, he saw himself wearing masks and
armed with pocketknives, robbing joggers running alone through
sleeping streets, snatching from them their Walkmans or MP3 players,
sometimes even demanding they hand over their running shoes, all
before the sun rose and burned the dew from the grass.
Soon the dream-Bilal turned to worse crimes. He started stealing
whatever he could-watches and hood ornaments and calculators and
cell phones-and sold whatever he could. And then, with all the money
he made, he seduced girl after girl, buying them off with gifts of chocolate and silk scarves and sometimes even jewelry, then forcing them to
pleasure him with their hands and mouths and bodies. He would wake
up from these nightmares, shivering wildly, with the taste of a girl's
mouth still on his lips, his pants pulled down to his knees in sleep, his
arms sore from what must have been his efforts to keep her body in
place beneath his. He had become a monster in the dreams he now
dreamt, and his own eyes were now in that dreamed Bilal's head. Now,
every time he had his way with some girl, he was forced to look deeply
into her eyes and see her pain, and even though her pain-and her
inability to protest through his violent motions-reminded him of his
own hurts, he kept on pushing and pushing, grunting and grunting, on
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a rampage like a sex-starved beast unleashed in a crowded brothel.
But even though it was a nightmare, everywhere he looked when he
woke up, always shivering, almost suicidal with shame, he saw the girl's
face, staring into his eyes in silence, accusing him of doing the unthinkable, saying to him, I was wrong about you, I was wrong about you.
And that accusation, though it bloomed from within his own crazed
mind, would cut him most sharply. It was not worth it, he thought, me
trying to fight my own small existence. I don't know how to fight. I
don't know how to free my own life from the prison of my mindwhich brought him back to the photograph he promised he would take.
It will save me, Bilal thought. I know it will, and that is why I must take
it no matter what the risk.
With the help of a few other men, his father had saved Bilal's life,
ripping him out of Malik's arms shortly before the man finished the boy
off for good. Umair dragged his son gasping for air like a fish pulled
from a river towards an open spot of grass and sat him down there. Two
of the men who saved him sat him down and asked if he was OK.
Through the storming rush of blood filling his head, Bilal heard only
garbles, turned his face up toward the two shadows, and could not with
his throbbing eyes make out their faces. He squinted, tilted his head a
little to the side, then winced when a sharp pain knifed through his neck,
so sore he couldn't even slide his thumb over his Adam's apple without
screaming out in pain. The men saw that it was better to let Bilal sit
there alone while they went back to where Umair and Malik stood,
along with a huge crowd of other men, all of them trying to ask Malik
what had happened, what had triggered his murderous rage.
Afraid it might have fallen during the scuffle, Bilal checked to see
that his camera was still there, hidden away inside his coat. He let out a
long sigh when he felt it, then closed his eyes to daydream himself to
some faraway place. But all he could hear was the chatter of what
seemed like thousands of voices. When he opened his eyes to see what
was going on, he saw a blur of people, all of them staring at him,
shaking their heads in bewilderment, accusation, and anger, discussing
in loud voices what had just transpired before their eyes.
"Can you believe something like this would happen at a funeral?" a
woman asked.
"What's wrong with our people these days?" came a reply.
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"What's wrong with the kids these days? Acting so American, they
have forgotten the meaning of decency!"
"Did the boy really take a photo of the corpse?"
Bilal listened to the threads of people's conversations, not caring
what anyone thought. Fuck all of you, he thought. He had his reasons
for doing what he did, and he did not care anymore if no one understood him. Fuck all of you backwards-ass fools. Yes, a part of him felt a
sense of shame that would last a lifetime; but another part was bursting
with pride, bursting with joy. How badly he wanted this photographneeded this photograph. And now he had gotten it despite the fact that
he had forgotten so completely to turn off the flash. The perfect crime,
how easily it could have been committed had he just been smarter, more
calculating, like any good criminal must learn to be. But it no longer
needed to matter; he had succeeded, escaping, thank God, with his life.
Bilal closed his eyes to daydream all the taunting mourners out of
his mind; he leaned his head back and tried massaging his throat with
his fingers. Two hard lumps, one on each side of his neck, right below
the widest part of his jaw, sat there like small stones under his skin. He
pressed his thumb and forefinger into each lump and winced. That
fucking bastard, Bilal thought. He was ready to kill me. That fucking
son of a bitch was ready to break my neck. For what? For loving his
brother just like he loved his brother. And then Bilal began to feel angry
over what he had just been through. A part of him had felt sorry and
ashamed. How dare that man touch me like that? The choking emboldened Bilal; he was ready to fight. He opened his eyes and eyed a small
rock in the grass, grabbed it, rubbing the dirt off between his fingers,
and then placed it inside his mouth, where he used his tongue to nudge
it against the back of his teeth.
"Son, get up, let's go." Umair's voice, coming up from the side, startled Bilal. "Get up. Let me take you back to the car. You can lie down
there until the funeral prayers are done."
When Bilal stood up, Umair placed a stiff hand behind the boy's
shoulders and shoved him through the crowd-through all those faces,
each one condemning and cutting, it seemed-back towards the circular
drive where they had parked their car on the grass. Even though he
could no longer see any of them, Bilal knew from the way his entire
body tingled that everyone was still staring at him, some of the elders no
doubt mumbling to themselves that if this was Pakistan, the father
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would not be escorting his son anywhere. Instead, they were saying, any
real father would be thrashing that boy with a leather belt or an improvised switch cut from a tree, whipping him out in public where the
whole world could see. If this was Pakistan ...
If this was Pakistan ... If only this was Pakistan ...
Yeah, and then what? thought Bilal. Then you can spank a teenager
like he was an infant? Then you can just grab some kid's neck and
strangle him to death? Then you can pull a couple of twenties from your
wallet and get the investigating police officer to look the other way?
What? Then you can all sit down to tea and tell jokes and laugh and
think about how great Pakistan could have been had Jinnah just lived a
few years longer, and how every problem in this world could be blamed
on Jews and Americans? Then you can all just lean back and rub your
bellies like magic lamps and let out long, smug sighs and celebrate your
own sense of lightness?
Bullshit!
"Just stay in the car, Bilal, lock the doors, and don't go anywhere. I
can't have you causing any more trouble today, so stay put."
Bilal took the car keys from his father, slammed the door shut, and
waited a few minutes in the gathering heat of the car. He pulled down
the sun visor, opened up the mirror, and saw his own face there, a face
he could not believe looked so battered. He smiled, wanting to laugh. All
of a sudden, he thought, I could die in this heat. My father could return
in an hour from now and find that I had suffocated to death after all,
and this time it would be his fault. What an absurd story that would be
in all the newspapers-about a boy dying at a funeral because, as punishment for taking a photograph of the deceased, he was locked up
inside a sweltering car. Absurd, just like the little world he was born
into, like the father who did not understand the first thing about who
his own son was. Bilal was beginning to enjoy the absurdities of his
life-from those terrible dreams he woke up from, each time feeling less
human, all the way to the wild events on this very day. What was he
thinking, wanting to snap a photograph of a man beaten to death by a
psychopath who came into the laundromat hoping to snatch a few hundred dollars' worth of quarters and singles? What was he doing, just a
teenager, risking his life, almost being strangled to death, all for a photograph, all in front of hundreds of onlookers who might even have celebrated had he truly perished at the hands of that grown man? Like the
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flash he forgot to turn off, none of that mattered anymore; he felt wonderful right now, alive and free and his own person. When before had he
enjoyed so much commotion in his life? For years, Bilal had lived inside
the darkroom of his mind, and today he had unlocked the door to that
prison, pushed it open, and almost drowned in the light that flooded
into his cell, into his body. Yes, he would always be ashamed, feel a sense
of remorse for what he had done today, but another, more essential part
of him felt suddenly important. It was the beginning of the kind of liberation he had dreamed of for so long.
He put his key into the ignition, turned it until the vent blew warm
air into his face, then opened the windows. The cool October breeze
caressed his face. He pushed back his seat to rest his sore body and to
wonder at the rest of his life, a life that, no matter what battles he
fought, would never be without its worries. He thought about turning
on the radio but decided against it; music would just cloud his mind
with other people's problems. He was feeling too good and wanted to
remain lost in his own troubles. These are my worries-this is my life,
Bilal thought. Suddenly happy to be such a troubled person, Bilal rolled
the pebble around in his mouth, took a deep breath, held the air inside
his inflated chest, and then let out a long, delicious sigh. He felt a lightness he had not felt in years. Then he closed his eyes and, in his mind,
floated back to where Munir Omar was lying, back to all those people
out there, standing behind the corpse, praying that God grant this man
peace in the grave, all of them standing in such sorrow, all of them lost
in their own lives, too. Some of them blamed him-this kindhearted
man who only wanted a better life for his daughters-for the murder
that had brought him back home to Chicago's suburbs. Just thinking
about these people, these people who would never know any better,
made Bilal want to keep them on their toes, keep them from ever feeling
comfortable in the new life-this American life-so many of them had
adopted. He sat up, spit the pebble out the window, and looked into the
distance, wishing he was back there, able to say a final good-bye. But
more than that, more than anything in the world, Bilal wanted to keep
doing dangerous things. He nestled back into his seat and promised himself he would keep doing just that ...
And then, later that night, a night he almost did not live to know,
Bilal dreamt a much different dream, one where he stood alone on the
hill that rose up behind his elementary school, in a neighborhood he had
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moved away from years and years ago. He stood up there, all by himself, and looked down upon the small section of the larger world he had
grown up in, feeling its homeliness, the power of its quiet stillness. It felt
so good, so reassuring, the familiarity of the setting, a place he had not
visited in years, where he had spent so many of his most carefree
moments. It also felt so calming, the quiet in the air, the aloneness of the
moment. Just me, Bilal thought. Back home again. And he stayed
standing as the sun set behind him and his shadow grew longer and
longer, casting down the front of the hill until it merged into a larger,
denser darkness. And he kept standing just like that, while the stars took
turns showing up in the sky, the moon rose from behind the houses to
the southeast, and the sky, no longer blushing with orange and purple
swirls, was both black and bright with lights.
Then, when the night had arrived in all its wholeness and wonder,
when Bilal felt erased beneath the vastness of the universe, he sat down
on the hill, wrapped his arms around his legs, and rested his chin on his
knees. He closed his eyes, felt the faintest of tremors working their way
up from the earth and into his body, and listened to the silence of the
world. Then he heard what sounded like a distant clinking, metal tapping against metal. Was it the voices of the stars talking to one another,
Bilal wondered, or just the sound of a window not properly shut, rattling on the side of some nearby house? Whatever it was, it was pleasant;
it reminded Bilal that no night lasts forever. Gradually more sounds
joined the night-summer crickets, the hum of an air conditioner, the
quiet roar of an airplane flying high above, a radio playing Elvis.
Throughout the entire dream, Bilal did nothing more than just sit and
listen, sit and listen. And then, as the night softened around him, he felt
the stone inside his chest crack and crumble and turn to a dusty powder.
He woke up the next morning rubbing the sand from his eyes.
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Jamal
Alexandria Petty

"HEEEEEEEY, DEE DEE!" JAMAL SINGS AS HE SKIPS DOWN THE CEMENT STEPS

of his family's Bronx-style, two-flat brick building. His gym shoes skid
on the ground just before the gate, when he stops himself from the leap
he had just taken from the third step. He pushes the gate open, and it
swings loosely on its hinges, squeaking loudly, like a bird being caught
with a hook by the beak. He takes a quick spin, almost falling, then
catches himself on his stubby little hands as they fall against the rough
concrete. He does not hurt himself. He stands and dusts off his hands,
smacking them together, focusing his attention on Dee Dee once again.
His gym shoes scrub against the pavement, and he motions his way
toward her as if he is skating on imaginary roller blades.
"Watchu <loin'?" he finally asks when his feet are planted directly in
front of Dee Dee's stoop, which is identical to his own.
Dee Dee glances at him just once. Her dark brown skin glows in the
smoldering sun, as sweat traces her nappy hairline. Her hair is tightly
pulled into two pigtails, each braid pointing in an opposite direction,
bent and twisted like wire hangers. She doesn't respond to Jamal, but
her top lip appears to turn up a bit, along with her small, round nose.
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As she sits on the bottom step of her stoop, she takes in a deep breath,
expanding her small chest, and then releases the air. She turns all of her
attention to the comb and struggles with it, pulling it through the
brown, synthetic strings of her doll's hair, without giving Jamal a second
thought.
Not noticing Dee Dee's reaction, Jamal spins on his heel toward the
outside of his gate and bends to pick up a basketball. He bounces it high
in the air, far above his head, barely able to catch it and pull it down to
bounce again. Beads of sweat appear from beneath his mini Afro, slide
down his cocoa -colored forehead, then rest on his brow. Between each
bounce he steals a glance at Dee Dee to see if she is watching him.
I bounced the ball some more. I bounced it harder and harder,
hoping that she would notice and say, "Oooh, Jamal, you're so talented!" or, "Dang, Jamal. I wish I knew how to do that ... Can you
teach me?" But no, she just sat there, and sat there, and combed that
doll's head. Sometimes I think that she don't even like me.
Last week, I asked her if she would be my friend. Then she called me
stupid, and said that we was already friends, but I cain't tell! All she do
is call me "stupid" and "dummy" and sometimes "stupid dummy," but
never "Jamal." I always call her by her real name ... 'cause I always
thought it was pretty. Denijah is her real name, but Dee Dee is better. I
like that name. One day, when I marry her, we gon' name our daughter
Dee Dee. I told her that once, and she turn around and ask me what do
I know about marriage.
She made me so mad, 'cause I know a lot about marriage. The man
gets a woman; she makes kids, she cooks dinner, she kisses him sometimes and tells him things like, "It will be all right" and "Don't worry
about losing your job; I'll handle the bills this month," or "I'll watch the
kids, you go out tonight." I know plenty, 'cause that's just what Mama
and Daddy used to do, when Daddy was still around.
But one day Mama let him go out while she watched me and my
brothers. That night, Daddy came back with women's makeup and perfume on. I remember, 'cause I heard Mama yelling about it. She said, "I
cain't believe you, Phil! You jus gon' cheat on me and think I won't find
out, after all that I do for you! And you got that woman's makeup on
your lips and shirt collar ... get away from me, you smell like perfume!"
Then Mama started crying, and Daddy left out again, but he came back
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the next morning. Then Mama pretended like everything never even
happened. Now, that's a marriage. Jus 'cause I'm eight don't mean I
don't know what "cheating" is, unless it's about Chutes and Ladders,
but I know what marriage is. That's why I'ma marry Denijah Desiree
Johnson, whether she likes it or not.
I stopped bouncing the ball and stuffed it under my arm. I stepped
back a little, 'cause I knew that I didn't wash up yet. I could smell that
onion-musk smell comin' from under my armpits when the basketball
held my arms way away from my body. I was wearing my Michael
Jordan jersey and my blue-jean pants, even though it was, like, 150
degrees outside that day. I just stared at her. She was so pretty. She was
seven years old, but I could work with that. Shoot! Mama was only like
twenty-eight, I think, and Daddy was like thirty. Age ain't nothin' but a
number. I heard that on a song once. Anyways, she was wearing her
yellow tank-top shirt that stood out a little around her stomach, making
her belly look all round. One day I told her that she looked fat in it, and
I asked her if she was pregnant. She hit me, but it didn't hurt, though.
She had on yellow capris, too. They came above her knees instead of
below, but I didn't care. She was pretty anyways, even when she frowned
at me and hit me. I just stood there, staring at her, watching her pull that
doggone comb through that ugly doll's head.
"I know you hear me talkin' to you, Dee Dee!" I hated when she
ignored me. "What you <loin'?" I yelled a little louder this time, makin'
wrinkles in my forehead, like Mama always did when she was angry at
me.
"What it look like I'm <loin'?" Dee Dee yelled back at me, twistin'
her neck and rollin' her eyes. It sorta surprised me but then it didn't,
'cause she always yellin' and snappin' at me. Then she looked back
down at that dang doll and kept combin', pullin' chunks of hair out
with every stroke. I was sure none of her dolls had hair by now.
I just stood there again, looking at her in silence. I could hear the
cars passing by in the streets, the kids playing in the fire hydrant on the
corner. I could hear them older girls playin' double Dutch and singing
them stupid songs down the street, and that annoyin' sound, click, click,
click, click, when the rope hit the ground. I frowned at her through the
stream of sunlight that burned my eyes. Why is she so mean? I could feel
the heat fill my face.
"Stupid," I said it under my breath. I just knew that she didn't hear
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it, but then all of a sudden, I felt a hard blow on the side of my face. It
made the whole left side of my face tingle and sting-my nose even
stung and I don't think my nose was hit. I held my face and looked up
at Dee Dee, who was standing in front of me now, doll lifted in the air.
She was holding that ugly black plastic doll by just its leg, and she stared
at me with her face all balled up and her lips tight. I couldn't believe she
smacked me with that ugly ol' doll. Then I was holdin' my face, my free
hand still hangin' at my side, and I wasn't holdin' the basketball. I don't
even remember when I dropped it. I could feel my hand start to ball up,
one finger at a time tightened into a fist. Then I swung with all my
might, throwing all my weight at her. I closed my eyes tight and swung
so hard that my whole body moved. When I opened my eyes, Dee Dee
was on the ground. She just stared up at me with those droopy eyes of
hers, the eyes that automatically made my heart fall into my stomach. I
could feel my heart beat. I knew that I would be in big trouble. Her lips
opened a little, then they shook, and we made eye contact. I pleaded to
her with my eyes, I was talkin' with my eyes, tellin' her not to scream,
not to cry, but she let out a wail so loud that it drowned out the kids
who was playin' on our street.
I didn't mean to hit her, I thought to myself. She made me do it. I
kept repeating this in my head, and soon I was crying too. I cried from
her hitting me, I cried from me hitting her, I cried for the trouble that I
would be in soon, I cried for hurting her. I dropped to my knees and
crawled to where she sat on the ground, threw my sweaty arms around
her, and whispered, "I'm sorry," over and over again. I saw Daddy do
this once, and it made everything better, but Dee Dee just kept crying.
Soon, our parents were outside, and I was dragged back into the
house by my ear, still bawling like a baby. And I kept thinking to myself,
if she had just listened to me, none of this woulda happened, none of this
woulda happened ...
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People You Wouldn't Touch
Tracy Blight

WHEN MY AUNT CAROL DIED, SHE WAS SO FAT THAT SHE NEEDED A CUSTOM-

made coffin to support her thunderous weight. It was enormous and
strangely elegant, like a case for a giant musical instrument. Caskets are
usually twenty-four inches wide, but Aunt Carol's required a width of
forty-four inches and extra bracing to keep the shiny veneered wood
from cracking under pressure. A standard coffin is made to be compatible with a standard vault, where it will lie in the perfect dirt rectangle
of a standard burial plot. Two of these earthy graves were sold to my
mother by the cemetery. It cost an extra eight hundred dollars on top of
the additional price of a heavy-weight coffin.
"Even in her death she fucked me," my mother sighed.
My mother has a horribly dirty mouth. It's always "fuck this" and
"goddamn that" with her. My dad once tried to incorporate one of those
jars, you know, where every time someone swears they have to put in a
quarter? He carefully scrubbed the tomatoey rim of an empty jar of
spaghetti sauce and placed it on the counter.
My mother said, "Jesus Christ, Jim! Are you trying to put me in the
goddamn poorhouse?" and that was the end of the jar.
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When Aunt Carol died, I could tell my mother was sad, though.
After she got the call, she disappeared into her room and locked the
door. She wouldn't respond to my dad's knocks. When she came out her
face was red, and she blew her nose in nasal honks, and the skin around
her eyes was as pink and soft as the inside of a grapefruit.
They were estranged, my mom and Aunt Carol. In fact, my aunt
Carol was pretty much estranged from everyone in the family. It had
been years since she'd spoken to my grandma, who was one of those
incredibly patient women who grew up during the Depression and
pinched every penny, who reheated cups of coffee in the microwave,
who busied herself all day with cleaning, and cooked vast amounts of
food from recipes in her head, and did and redid laundry so all the
clothes had a tinge of bleach and were folded in such tight, perfect piles
that it broke your heart to wear them. Her knuckles were knotted and
swollen from arthritis.
Aunt Carol borrowed so much money from my grandma that she
had to take out a second mortgage on her house.
Anyway, my Uncle Charlie, who's pretty cool (back then, he'd offer
me a half-melted candy bar when he visited; now it's always a tightly
rolled joint), actually put an end to that.
"Look, Carol," he said, "this has got to stop. You're killing her."
He paid Carol's largest debts and sent her a couple hundred bucks a
month on the condition that she wouldn't have contact with him or
Grandma.
Aunt Carol died of a massive brain aneurism. I would have put my
money on something related to her obscene obesity, really, something
like clogged arteries or diabetes, but apparently she had always had this
sinister little kernel in her head, collecting pressure like a ticking meter,
and one day it burst, causing a subarachnoid hemorrhage, spilling warm
blood all over her brain, choking her with it. She had few friends, so it
was a couple of days before her neighbors noticed the mail piling up
before her door.
My aunt got a lot of mail. She belonged to several Christian groups
that were always soliciting donations, and she had pen pals all over the
world. After she and my mother stopped speaking, she wrote me letters,
too. Though platitudinous and heavily laden with Christian references
to shepherds and lambs and little lost children, she had a flair for language and lovely penmanship. I'd imagine the pen grasped between her
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bloated fingers, forming the delicate characters the same way a child
deep in concentration would crayon on construction paper.
My mom would sit at the kitchen table, glasses perched on her head,
shuffling bills and licking stamps.
"This one's for you," she'd say casually, as if I got lots of mail.
I never got the details of my aunt's death. Was there an awful smell?
Was she all rigid and blue? I knew that bodies swelled after they died,
but I couldn't imagine her any more whalelike than she already was. But
all anyone ever talked about was the mail splayed out in front of her
apartment door like a game of 52-Pickup.
Everyone in my family is kind of large, to tell you the truth.
"Pleasantly damn plump," my mom would say, patting her belly.
My dad would wink at her and pinch her bottom with his fleshy fingertips. But Aunt Carol made the rest of us look as slim and graceful as
ballerinas. Her breasts were enormous and rested comfortably on her
huge middle. Her skin was thick and pink and sagged around her
elbows and jowls. She always sat down with a sigh, placing herself on
the couch ass-first and letting her fat settle for a moment, positioning
itself in its grand, elephantine form. She was slow, as really fat people
usually are, and she ate in a measured and deliberate way.
We used to stop at the Kentucky Fried Chicken drive-thru after
church. I was always amazed by how neatly she ate, daintily wiping the
fried crumbs off her lips with a paper napkin and forming perfectly
mounded scoops of mashed potatoes with her spork.
The whole church experience fascinated me, actually. We had to do
it in secret because my mother forbade it.
"I don't want you filling his head with that pious hoodoo bullshit,
Carol," she said.
So although it broke the eighth commandment, we lied; we told her
we were going to the mall or the museum or a movie on Sunday afternoons, and somehow, my mother, who's pretty shrewd, bought it. Or
maybe she knew all along. She was funny like that, made a big stink
about something and then just let it go.
But I liked going to church with Aunt Carol. I was a kid who liked
to please people. While other fifth-grade boys played bold games of
street hockey on the weekends, or showed the girls mine if you show me
yours, I struggled to smooth my cowlicky hair in the bathroom mirror
and made sure my pants were ironed. I memorized the prayers and
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beamed when the choir sang, their voices reaching that holy crescendo
that brought tears to my eyes.
My mother and father went to Resurrection Catholic Church strictly
on Easter and Christmas. But Aunt Carol was always switching
churches. She didn't care about denominations.
"God is God is God," she'd say, and I'd nod eagerly.
One Sunday it'd be an austere church where stern stained-glass figures watched me from above and a priest droned like bees. Two weeks
later, it was a tiny white chapel where we stood up to sing every five
minutes and a doilied table tempted us with brownies and lemonade in
the back.
Five years before Aunt Carol's lonely aneurism, I thought I had witnessed her death at a revival-type service. The preacher wore blue jeans,
and the clergy was made up of an odd bunch of people with frazzled
hair and glassy eyes. They were loud and swayed rhythmically to the
music blaring from a box, waving their arms in the air. I was ten and had
never seen anyone act like that. They were in such rapture that they
spoke in tongues, mumbling words that were foreign and mysterious
and also sort of like the ramblings of the homeless. They danced in raw,
bucking circles. I felt drunk watching them, God as tangible as an electric buzzing in the air.
At the end of the service, the members danced up to the pulpit. Tears
running down their faces, some of them shrieked, "Oh, God! Oh, God
in Heaven!"
Some of them simply lay on the floor, spent with the exhaustion of
taking God in like a freight train. When Aunt Carol got to the front she,
too, was crying. The preacher put his hand on her forehead.
"Demons, be gone!" he boomed.
Aunt Carol moaned orgasmically.
"I say, demons be GONE from this woman!"
Aunt Carol's face was scrunched up in a fat grimace and snot ran
from her nose.
"GONE!" the preacher yelled and pushed on her wrinkled forehead.
She fell backwards into the waiting arms of three large male parishioners, who, because of her size, struggled to lay her gently on the floor
but instead just kind of dropped her with a thud.
I had been watching all of this with immense interest, as it seemed
almost pornographic to me. But when she fell, I screamed bloody
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murder. I ran to the front of the church, glaring at the preacher with all
the evil I could muster, thinking he had killed her. I cried hysterically,
and some women tried to comfort me, laughing softly and suffocating
me in their breasts. When Aunt Carol awoke, she gazed at me peacefully.
"Let's not tell your mom about this," she said.
I never did.
My mother and Aunt Carol stopped talking because of the crisp
uncapping of a sweet Budweiser. I guess it's oversimplifying it to say it
was just about a beer, but there was a lot of tension building up to that
point. Aunt Carol had been staying in our guest bedroom "just until she
gets on her feet." She never really could hold down a job and was constantly borrowing money from my parents. She thought the people in
her temp office were terrible sinners, she confessed to me once, unrolling
sweaty pantyhose from her blue-veined legs.
She was messy, too. Various sweat clothes and elastic-waist skirts
and stretch pants were piled up on the twin bed that was much too small
for her, and her books were in piles everywhere: Bibles stacked on
Bibles, books about faith and self-help with a Christian angle, and tracts
and cartoons depicting Jesus' serene and bethorned head.
But the particular fight that ended their relationship was about a
beer. You see, my mom and dad liked to throw back a few after dinner
while they watched TV. My dad drank icy vodka martinis and never
showed signs of being drunk. My mom mostly drank beer, smacking her
lips after the first swallow, saying, "Goddamn, that's good."
She didn't really show it either, just laughed more, swore more, and
rubbed my dad's neck a little more affectionately. The evening of the
fight she was doing just that, rubbing Dad's neck while he nudged his
head toward her like a cat.
I was lying on the threadbare carpeting with my chin cupped in my
hands, close enough to the TV that static made the hair on my face stand
up. "Cut that shit out," said my mom. "You'll ruin your eyes."
My dad nodded and took a sip of his martini. Aunt Carol was sitting in the La-Z-Boy, highlighting passages in her thin-paged Bible. She
sighed, as she always did when my mother cursed. She sighed again,
louder, as my mother twisted the cap off another Budweiser. My mother
shot her a look.
"Is something wrong, Saint Carol? I can't pay attention to Magnum~
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P.I. if you're going to be heaving like a bitch in heat all night."
Aunt Carol furiously highlighted and my mother settled comfortably
back into the couch. A full minute passed, and then Aunt Carol spoke.
"It's just ... it's just that I can't believe that you drink so much after
what happened to Papa."
"First of all," my mother said, "I don't wake up in the goddamn
gutter with cigarette butts floating past my head. I have a few beers after
a long day at work, which you wouldn't know anything about. In my
own damn house-where you are staying for free! Second of all, if you
bring up Papa again, I'll shove that Bible up your fat ass!"
Maybe I should tell you here that a few months before her death,
Aunt Carol wrote me an odd letter about my grandfather. By this time,
I had begun to lose interest in her missives. I was fifteen and had better
things to do, like masturbate to the image of my piano teacher, Miss
Copeland. I rubbed myself raw after each lesson, thinking about her slim
fingers pressing on mine as the cool keys softly vibrated under them.
But this particular letter caught my attention because no one in my
family ever really talked about my grandfather. He died before I was
born, twisted his car around an elm tree. In fact, Carol and Mom's fight
when I was eleven was the only mention of him I can remember. She was
writing about Uncle Charlie, the summer he had to wear a cast on his
arm. She said that my grandfather was the one who broke it, bent it like
a wishbone as Charlie howled. I never composed a reply to her letter.
But I didn't know any of this as I kept my eyes on the TV and my
ears on the argument.
Aunt Carol said, "Well, you know it's genetic. I'm just trying to be
helpful."
"Oh, you're soo helpful!" Mom yelled. "You know, I can't take
much more of this holier-than-thou bullshit. I don't have anything in
common with that bastard. Nothing at all!"
"He was our father," Aunt Carol said. "He had a disease, but he was
still our father."
"Screw you, Carol," said my mom. "You're always making excuses
for everyone, including yourself. You don't take responsibility for anything. You expect God to take care of it. You think Papa had a disease?
Well, let me put it into language you'll understand: Papa was the devil!"
My father cringed. "Honey, I don't really think ... "
"I don't give a flying fuck what you think," my mother shouted.
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She turned to Aunt Carol. "I want you out!"
Aunt Carol shut her Bible and shuffled slowly upstairs, her figure
blocking out the light. Mom turned back to Tom Selleck's dimples. By
the time I got home from school the next day, Aunt Carol was gone.
Her funeral was held at Resurrection. I got the strangest sense of
deja vu, though I'd never attended a funeral there before. Barely anyone
came. Father Laurean, who had made me cry at my first confession and
who haunted my dreams thereafter, looked a little embarrassed and
spoke even louder than he usually did, his voice bouncing and echoing
off the walls until it was absorbed by the thick life of the pews. Uncle
Charlie supported Grandma the best he could with his lanky frame. Her
eyes were as rheumy and wet as an old dog's, and she fingered her rosary
with precision despite her crippling arthritis. My dad looked around as
if someone was watching him, straightening and restraightening his tie,
twice standing to smooth his pants. My mother cried softly, and I took
her hand in mine.
All of a sudden, I remembered my favorite thing about going to
church with Aunt Carol. There's this thing called "The Peace," and
pretty much every church service has a variation of it. You know, it's
toward the end when everyone turns to their neighbor and says, "Peace
be with you." Then they shake hands or hug or just smile really big at
each other.
I shook everyone's hand: delicate, birdy, old lady hands; thick, calloused man hands; and small, sweaty child hands. Touching all those
hands was so unfamiliar to me: all those strangers, all those hands,
people you wouldn't touch, normally. All those hands pumping up and
down, grasping each other, and the smiles. A feeling would rise up from
my belly, a feeling that was never rivaled by the cajoles and urges of a
passionate sermon, or the heavy prayer book opening like a mouth
about to share a secret, or even the hallowed pitch of all the voices
coming together from the choir.
"Peace be with you," I murmured to my mother, squeezing her hand,
"and also with you," I whispered in my head, to Aunt Carol.
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Little Boy
J. E. Harrington

LOOKING AT HIS DAD'S FAVORITE CHAIR ON THE CEILING, JUNIOR WAS SURE

something strange was going on. He was sitting on the floor in front of
the TV one morning, when a cold draft charmed the hairs on the back
of his neck. Turning around, he saw that the chair was shivering, too.
The footrest kicked out and then folded back down again, the vibrating
feature hummed on and off, and, like a newborn colt, the chair timidly
tried lifting each of its four legs, one by one, before finally deciding to
take flight. It took its time floating-that imbecilic gold balloon-rising
haughtily above its more youthful and attractive brethren, the couch
and the coffee table, both of which matched the room's charcoal black
motif. But it was gold that was beautiful that morning, and none of this
was lost on Junior, who stood watching from below, his mouth ajar. As
the chair neared the ceiling, it rocked dumbly from side to side like a
shabby, lumbering wobble-toy: springs squeaking and wood creaking
until, having built sufficient momentum, it swung itself upside down and
finally settled on the ceiling. Thunk.
Picking the loose change up off the carpet, Junior kept a wary,
upturned eye. He stood for a long time in the middle of the room
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looking up at the chair, before finally settling back down in front of the
television. At every commercial break he would turn back around with
fresh wonder. The chair hung unchanged until a commercial for Krazy
Glue came on, when he turned around to find a little boy seated in the
recliner. His skin was brown, just like Junior's, and atop his head was a
jungle of curls, from beneath which his walnut eyes stared unblinkingly
down at Junior. The boy wore a dirt-stained white shirt, which tightly
hugged his slight body. The little inverted brown bat perched in his
golden throne and looked down to Junior for a minute, the silence
broken only by the television's babble, until with striking agility the boy
gripped the chair's headrest and, in one fluid movement, like an acrobatic pretzel, looped his legs through his arms and flipped to the floor.
He landed in a crouch like a devious cat, cartwheeled to the couch, and
then exploded in a cloud of smoke.
Junior had seen enough movies to know where this was heading.
Looking up to the chair on the ceiling, he knew he had a restless spirit
on his hands. The little boy had probably lived in the house years ago,
and had been murdered without the mystery having ever been solved.
His body was probably somewhere in the house, or beneath it; maybe it
was under his feet at that very moment. At any rate, the little boy
wouldn't stop until the ugly truth was revealed, and he was probably
just getting started. Now there would be clues, and creepy things, and
Junior would be expected to bring the little boy justice. Just thinking
about it made Junior tired, and so he turned back to the TV.
He watched his Ghostbusters cartoon with newfound appreciation.
He wished he had a friend to call over but didn't really have any. Most
of all, he wished he had asked for a camera last Christmas.
That night Junior's father stood where the chair used to be,
thumbing through the Saturday paper, standing as straight and black as
the torchiere floor lamp at his side, his long fingers folded around the
paper. They were guitarist's fingers: Junior's father was a musician-he
sang the blues. "Them that's got, shall get" was his favorite saying. A
woman named Lady Day had once said that; she had also sung the
blues.
His mother was scrunched in the corner of the big black couch, her
skin as milky as the light from the lamp. She was an insurance agent. "I
really don't know what to tell you" was her favorite saying, and usually
she sincerely wished she did know what to tell you. She balanced her
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glass of wine on the empty cushion next to her.
Junior was sitting Indian-style on the carpet at his spot in front of
the TV, abstractly and literally between mother and father, caramel complexioned, his hair somewhere between straight and tightly curled. He
didn't have a favorite saying yet; sitting in front of the nightly news he
was just happy he didn't live in the Middle East.
"Well," Mom finally said, "the room actually looks relatively
normal now. I hope that ugly thing stays right where it is."
Dad shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "She'll come back
down," he said confidently, folding the newspaper back over on itself.
"Why don't you try pulling it down again? Pull it down and throw
it out. It's obviously no good."
"Now, that chair was in my father's house."
"I know. That much is obvious," she said.
"It was my father's chair and now it's my chair. That golden girl's
got style. That's a black man's chair. Junior could use a little more of that
kind of influence."
"The best way for him to get that would be if you were home more
often."
"Lord, let's not get into this mess again."
"I'm only telling the truth."
"Come on now. I'm reading my paper."
He shot a cold look up over the Tribune that said he considered the
matter closed.
Mom sipped her wine and bit her tongue at the same time. Junior
sat listening, a monarch butterfly unfolding in his stomach, hoping the
situation would de-escalate. Dad licked his thumb and drew a deep
breath.
"She'll come back down when she's good and ready." He exhaled
and added, "What goes up must come down. I don't see why the laws
of gravity wouldn't play here."
Mom's eyes rose to the ceiling before dropping back down.
"Well, you'd better hope they don't apply themselves now," she said,
turning over onto her back and extending her legs.
"Maybe that wouldn't be such a bad thing."
"Please. Just for one night, can we not ... in front of ... ?" Mom
implored, casting a worried glance at Junior.
"He's into the TV. Besides, you know the boy's half mute."
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"Doesn't mean he's deaf," she countered.
The TV's iridescent glow rolled and rolled on Junior's face as he sat
listening. It was true, he rarely talked, but that was mostly because he
didn't feel there was much worth saying. Also, he didn't know how to
say what may have been worth saying. He felt out of sync with the
world. There were many things he found alien, like when he heard his
mother say, "Why don't you sit down?"
Junior turned around, surprised. His dad stood dazed for a moment,
then folded the newspaper underneath his arm. His mother moved her
legs from the couch to make room. Slowly, his father sank down on the
couch next to her. They sat like strangers for a moment, two blinking
statues, and then his mother suddenly pressed her face against her husband's chest, like a little girl resting her head on a pillow. His father,
appearing unsure of what to do, slowly folded her in an awkward, virginal embrace, putting his arm around her neck.
He was strangling her, Junior thought with alarm. He became even
more sure of this when she began to sob softly. He wondered whether
he should cartwheel now to the couch to rescue her, but then his parents
began whispering tenderly to each other, and it became clear that what
was going on was consensual. Still, it was the strangest thing he'd seen
in some time, his mother sobbing, and his father holding her like that.
The chair was back on the floor the next morning, and then, to
Junior's dismay, it disappeared. Junior looked on from the living room
window with a vague uneasiness as he watched his father dragging the
old thing to the curb. He dragged it as he would a corpse, walking backwards and wrestling with the golden carcass before dropping it on the
curb. He lingered for a few moments beneath the cold, overcast sky,
looking at the recliner like a man trying to savor the last glimpse of the
woman he loves through a departing train's window. He turned around
then and trudged back inside.
"Don't really matter now, anyway," was all his father said, brushing
the year's first light dusting of snow from his shoulders.
On days when Junior found himself alone in the house-his mother
at work, his father out of town-he would do a precautionary scan of
the street from the living-room window to make sure his dad's beat-up
blue van wasn't unexpectedly driving up the driveway, and then he'd run
to his dad's bedroom to play detective.
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It was perpetually dusk in his dad's bedroom, the blinds always
drawn, the curtain always closed, and sometimes a sheet even tacked over
the window to block whatever light managed to creep through. His bed
was never made, and the room was always musty with the scent of his
father's barroom essence: smoke, sweat, and liquor. Tugging the stuffed
bottom drawer of the heavy, oak dresser he would begin riffling through
the piles of papers in search of his quarry: his father's strange letters.
Junior nearly pulled the drawer off its tracks that morning, however.
It was unusually light. There were now only a few documents scattered
on the bottom of the drawer, where just days before there'd been a sea
of papers. It had to be the little boy again, Junior thought, as he began
rummaging idly through the remaining papers. First the chair was on the
ceiling, and now things were disappearing. It was becoming a nuisance.
He was too busy scanning a receipt for a guitar to notice behind him, in
the dimness of his father's bedroom, the bed sheet stretching itself taught
over the bed, the wrinkles smoothing themselves out ...
A fan letter, a bunch of rubber-banded postcards-"Greetings from
Helsinki!" -a contract, a wedding invitation, the 25 th Annual Montreal
Blues Festival-Junior tossed all these aside, while behind him, the comforter spread itself over the bed and folded its top edge down a prim and
proper 3¼ inches from the top. His dad's passport, an old watch that no
longer ticked, old plane ticket stubs, bundles of receipts, an empty pack
of cigarettes, packages labeled "Trojan" and finally, with pink frilly
edges, one of the strange letters that Junior was searching for. As far as
Junior had been able to surmise, it was a series of letters written from
his mother to his father in the early years of their marriage, in what must
have been a period when his mother had been experimenting with different handwriting styles and various strange pseudonyms.
Dear Brown Bear,
I canJt wait to have you chase me up the stairs again, from one room
to another growling after me (cool down, Smokey) onto my bed . .. I
hope you Jre a grizzly next time. Are you smiling right now? I hope so. I
love to make you smile, I'm going to make you smile again, trust me, if
it requires strippers and clowns and disco balls, then it will just have to
be that type of party every weekendJ because rm going to make you
happy again .. . I'm wearing your shirt right now, it smells like you. I
can Jt wait to see you again. Wherever you are, know that I might come
up behind you and cover your eyes with my hands at any time, and say
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"Guess who?" you'd better say ...
. . . sincerely ...
Mama Bear
P.S. Something strange is happening behind you, Junior.
The last line was more of a feeling; Junior suddenly felt he wasn't
alone in the room. He was sure his dad was behind him. He knew it. His
heart stopped beating and he dropped the letter back in the drawer.
Turning around, Junior's eyes eased closed and his heart beat again: it
was only the bed floating out of the room. It slid sideways out of the
dark room as though on an invisible track.
Junior was curious where it was headed, so he followed it out of the
bedroom, down the brightly lit hallway, past his father's portrait of Billie
Holiday, across the living room's entrance (Junior cast a habitual glance
into the living room to see if there was any new furniture on the
ceiling-there wasn't), into his mother's bedroom, with its open window
and billowing white curtains. He passed the oak dresser with her fake
jewelry on it, and finally settled next to her bed, where the wrinkles in
the bedclothes smoothed themselves out with finality.
Stepping back into his father's bedroom, Junior was surprised to see
that the blinds had been opened wide. The room was now the opposite
of its former nocturnal self. His attention immediately went to the
empty space the bed had once occupied. Looking more closely, the purpose of the event was instantly clear: one of the hardwood floorboards
was slightly distinct from those around it. This one was rougher, as
though it had been recently sanded and polished to look like the surrounding floor, whereas the others appeared to have been born that way.
Carefully placing his father's papers back into the drawer roughly
where he had found them, Junior was sure the little boy was buried
beneath his father's bedroom. He had only to find the will to say something to his parents.
That night Junior slept in his mother's room in his father's bed, and
for a long time things remained like that. When his father came home to
find out that his bed had been moved into his wife's room, he blamed its
relocation on Junior.
"Well, the boy has spoken," his father said, laying a blanket and
pillow down over the irregular floorboard.
Junior and his mother watched from the doorway, her hand upon
his shoulder.
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"It doesn't mean anything," she said.
"Hell, it don't. He wants to be with his mama. That's fine, nothing
wrong with being a mama's boy. But he made the decision himself. We
best remember that precedent."
His father lay down on his improvised bed, fluffed his pillow,
stretched his long body out, then looked from his wife and son to the
light switch near the doorway, then back again.
"Lights, please?"
Although Junior hadn't been responsible for the relocation of his
father's bed and hadn't made any type of decision regarding whom he
favored, it wasn't untrue that he enjoyed sleeping next to his mother
every night. The two beds being pushed closely together, there was an
opening between where his mattress ended and his mother's began. He
felt there was shame in crossing that border, in snuggling with his
mother at night-he was almost ten years old now-but it never took
long before he was burrowed into the silk nightgown of his mother's
broad back, his little leg slung over hers, his breathing synchronized
with the hypnotic rise and fall of her body. Sometimes she would turn
over and gently run her fingers through his curly hair, her fingernails
occasionally skimming his scalp and sending pleasant tingles over his
head to the back of his neck, before finally fizzling out somewhere
midway down his spine. He liked his mother's bedroom: it was sparse,
but clean. It wasn't much good for detective work, though. Inside her
drawers were only the ancient tarnished broaches and hideous necklaces
of German origin which had been handed down to her by her mother,
as well as a few musty old high-school yearbooks and photo albums, but
it was the room in which he felt most secure. His mother left the light
on in her closet and kept the door open a crack. She had done that from
the time when he used to come running into the bedroom straight to
Mom and Dad's bed, scared of the darkness in his own bedroom. She
hadn't dropped the habit since.
A dagger of light from the slightly opened door fell across the floor,
halfway across the room. He liked the way the shaft of light illuminated
the wood floor. He would trace with his eyes the diagonal cracks
between the floorboards, following them from their well-defined origins
within the brightness of the dagger's light to the dimmer outer regions
of the illumination, and then try to follow the lines' paths into and
across the inscrutably darkened floor. He would fall asleep like this,
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tracing line-by-line across their imagined paths.
One night he was almost asleep when the darkened paths fell out of
his imagination and began to light themselves up. His eyes sprung wide
open. Was he dreaming? He propped himself up on his elbows, then
realized that the shaft of the light was widening. It took a creak of the
closet door to snatch his enraptured attention from the growing light.
The closet door was opening. The fur collar of his mother's winter coat
was widening, the blouses and pants were coming into view. Junior
looked to his mother's slowly heaving back; the floral design of her silk
nightgown was becoming illuminated, roses and tulips blooming in the
dark, as light slowly peeled off her blanket of darkness. Junior was
scared now, more for his mother than for himself. He thought about
nudging her awake. He was sure in a moment he would be looking at
the little boy's silhouette in the closet, and maybe this time he wouldn't
be harmless. The light spread to the room's outer walls now, stretching
slowly up them, almost embracing the room. His mother's entire
wardrobe was almost in view now. Whatever was opening the door
would be visible in a moment. Junior shook his mother's shoulder, first
timidly, then urgently, but she only sighed sweetly and shifted her sleep.
He squeezed his eyes closed at the sound of the door's hinge creaking
along the final stretch of its journey. The light from the closet invaded
his self-imposed darkness, casting a soft glow upon the insides of his
eyelids. Then, slowly, his eyes still shut, the glow began to wane with the
sound of the hinge creaking back along its path. Opening his eyes he
saw the door was closed back to the crack: the blade of light back in its
sheath, his mother again covered by the shadows' blanket. The room
had returned to its dim tranquility, except that now there was a warm
breath on Junior's cheek.
Slowly, he turned his head around to find himself looking into two
eyes, glimmering in the darkness and staring intently at him. The little
boy's chin rested on the edge of the bed, his face close to Junior's, just a
pucker away from a kiss. In the darkness, the two were frozen face-toface, Junior unable even to pull the covers over his head. He was dimly
surprised that the ghost smelled like neglected laundry. Finally, the little
boy blinked, once, twice, then rose to his feet and flashed to the door in
a single small step. For a while he stood in the doorway, staring at
Junior, then turned his head as though watching something at the end of
the hallway, then turned his head back to Junior again. Finally building
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the nerve, Junior threw off his warm covers and left his mother's side to
sweep quickly across the cold wood floor. As Junior drew nearer, the
little boy beckoned with the curl of his index finger, and then Junior
found himself following the little boy down the dim hallway, towards
the closed door of his father's bedroom and the muted drone of his
snoring, past the Billie Holiday painting, now shrouded in darkness,
around the corner and into the living room, where the furniture and the
globe were both still abiding by the laws of gravity. Finally, coming into
the small dining room, the little boy came to a stop in front of the
window and stood perfectly still, looking out onto the front lawn, his
back to Junior. Junior cautiously drew next to him.
They were like two little toy drummer boys, both the same height,
standing guard at the window. Outside it was snowing. A gust of wind
whipped the snow into ghostly cyclonic swirls; the window pane shuddered-it was like peering through the glass of a just-shaken snow
globe, Junior thought, as he turned to the little boy next to him, tempted
to reach out and touch his face. Suddenly a light came on in his father's
van, and the engine began wheezing and sputtering. He could see his
father cursing, as far away as he was. After a few moments, the engine
finally caught, the van began backing away, and there was a flash of
light in the darkened cab, followed by the bloom of a cigarette's cherry.
The van swung around and began fading down the street. When Junior
turned to look at the little boy, he was gone, but when he looked back
out the window, the little boy was outside, barefoot on the frosted lawn,
watching the van as it turned onto the main street and disappeared from
view.
Junior felt sad for the boy then, standing as he was in the cold in his
tattered clothes, watching somebody else's father drive away. Pressing
his forehead against the cold window, Junior wondered if the little boy
had had a father of his own and wished he could somehow share his.
Slowly, the little boy turned around and met Junior's gaze, and Junior
saw there was fear in his eyes. Just then, Junior pressed the palm of his
right hand against the window and in response, the little boy placed his
right hand on his heart at the same time. Junior felt as though in that
moment he had somehow made a promise.
Junior's mother hated junk mail. She had once made a point of
mailing a large envelope of assorted junk mail-coupons, special offers,
contest entries-back to one of the junk mail companies, courtesy of
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their own return stamps. She hated junk mail, but at the same time, she
was always worried that maybe, just maybe, one of those letters
declaring their family to be winners would miraculously be sincere, and
so the dining-room table was always hidden under weeks' worth of
unopened mail.
One day, coming home from a rare joint outing (they had told Junior
they were having lunch, might not be home by the time he got home
from school-he didn't believe them) his parents walked into the dining
room and saw a pristinely set table: three glimmering plates and shiny
knives and forks, lying atop three perfectly folded napkins. In the center
of the table was a dust-covered book and a lit candle. The blame
couldn't have gone to Junior this time as it had with the bed, because he
arrived home from school moments after they did. Junior quickly joined
them and stood frozen in the doorway taking in the spectacle.
Mom finally broke the silence: "Unbelievable. A clear-cut fire
hazard."
The book at the center of the table was a cookbook that had
belonged to Junior's grandmother. In it were recipes for German dishes
of all kinds. Though Junior's mother's mother had died well before he
was born, she had brought with her from Germany a certain culinary
knack. Junior's mother, however, had stopped cooking her mother's
dishes long ago, evidenced by the last recipe that she had used, bookmarked by a newspaper article from 1987. Craning his neck over the
table, Junior was able to get a glimpse of a young, familiar-looking boy,
smiling next to a column of print. Before his mother picked the book up
off the table, he was able to make out one word from the headline:
missing.
"If I didn't know any better, I'd think that someone was trying to tell
us something," she said, crushing the article in her fist. His dad drew a
weary conclusion.
"Well, now that the table's set, guess someone should cook.
Personally, I'm starving."
The argument that ensued was epic. First, Dad felt Mom should
cook one of her mother's dishes. Mother disagreed, on Junior's behalf.
"No kid in his right mind wants to eat that German slop. Why does
it have to be my family's food? Why not soul food? I know you haven't
forgotten how to cook. Whip up some of that gumbo you used to make."
"Gumbo? Boy wouldn't like my gumbo. Requires okra, and I know
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he won't like no okra. Will you, Junior?"
They looked down to Junior, then back up at each other.
"See? Now, that cookbook was open for a reason. Might as well use it."
"If you think I'm cooking German ... well, I don't know what to
tell you. It'll only go uneaten. Why don't you just leave the okra out?"
"There will be no okra compromise here. The okra is key, and Junior
hates okra. He made that clear."
"You complain that Junior doesn't get enough Black cultural influence, yet you don't do anything about it."
"Well, he doesn't get any German cultural influence, either, come to
think of it. Maybe it's a bigger tragedy here. He's half-German, too.
'Least I see the problem. Boy needs to be in touch with his roots. I just
wish you were the kind of woman who could understand that."
His mother slammed the cookbook shut like an iron prison door.
Junior jumped.
"Yes, you wish I was all sorts of different kinds of women, as we've
found out. He can pick the okra out."
"Now, we agreed we wouldn't bring the past up anymore. But now
that we're on it, maybe all I ever wanted was a woman who wouldn't
nag. It ain't asking too much. Trust me, there's still a lot of women out
there who don't nag."
His mother was on tiptoe, shoving the cookbook back into the cupboard above the fridge.
"Yes, and I'm sure you've verified that theory personally."
"He can pick the fucking okra out, but he can't pick out the juice.
It'll still taste like okra, and JUNIOR HATES OKRA!"
His father rarely shouted and never swore in front of Junior. Junior
noticed that the candy bar he had brought home was now a warm tube
of liquid chocolate in his hand. In under an hour there was a delivery
pizza in the center of the table. Slices were piled onto plates and carried
to separate rooms.
One night, not long before Christmas, his father timidly entered
Junior's bedroom. (By now his father had tired of sleeping on the floor
and, declaring that it wasn't right for a boy his age to sleep with his
mother, lugged his bed back into his own room, restoring the house to
its normal bedtime arrangements.) He sat on the edge of Junior's bed.
"Now, I know it ain't Christmas yet, but I need you to open this now."
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Whatever it was, it was thin. Junior guessed it was one of his father's
beloved jazz albums. Junior was slow to unwrap it, so his dad began
working his little hands for him, urging him to hurry. Even as the thing
was shed of its wrapping, Junior was unsure of what it was. It still
looked like an album, though it had "2007" in big, bold letters on the
cover. His father spoke as he tore the shrink-wrap.
"It's important you don't forget this. Look."
He began leafing through the calendar, stopping to let Junior look at
each page. Each page, each month, featured an important AfricanAmerican historical figure. Carver, King, Garvey, Washington.
"This is where you come from."
His blues singer's voice, usually so strong, was now weak, and
Junior was terrified to hear it tremble. He looked at his father then, his
full nose, thick lips, tightly curled hair beating a retreat back from his
forehead, his week's worth of unshaved beard, and his eyes, so desperate. Junior's stomach sank. It was all so alien. His father pressed his
lips into the big, springy curls of Junior's hair.
"Promise me you won't forget. You can nod. But promise."
Junior felt his blood rushing faster as his tongue; his lips started and
he stuttered. He wanted to say something-wanted to tell his father a
lot. He thought of the little boy, standing alone in the snow on the front
lawn, and somehow he felt it was important to say something now.
But he only nodded, leafing vacantly through the thin pages of the
calendar, unsure of exactly what it was he was promising.
Junior dreamt of whispers, white cyclones in a dark room spinning
quietly at first, then rising in volume into roaring, twisting white towers,
which spun off shaking strings of definite word that entered the ear,
weaving glowing figure eights of light, then quickly fading in his mind
and continuing on their way, looping themselves out the other ear.
His eyes opened, the whispers still echoing. His head rose from the
pillow, his eyes caught the outline of the room, and the disorientation of
sleep began to dissolve, the dream's reverberations peeling from reality.
Listening intently in the darkness, it took him a few minutes to decide
that the whispers were real. They were coming from the other side of his
bedroom door. Through the cracked-open door, they became loud
enough to be recognized as coming from his father. As he walked down
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the hallway toward his father's bedroom, he had a sinking realization
that something was very wrong. Something-everything-w as empty.
He stopped and stared at the nail-hole in the wall for a ridiculous full
minute before realizing what it signified. The Billie Holiday portrait was
gone. Breathlessly, he looked into his father's room; he wasn't there.
Pressing further down the hallway he realized that the whispers weren't
really coming from anywhere, but from everywhere-and had maybe
originated within his own head-and now the whispers weren't his
father's, but those of a child. Running to the window he saw his father's
van pull back into a three-point turn, and he ran to the front door. In Tshirt and pajama bottoms he plunged into the winter night, his bare feet
instantly going numb on the frosted ground. He made for his father's
retreating van, but it was too late.
Standing on the front lawn amid the little cyclones of snow, he
watched the taillights fade away and wanted to cry out. He had watched
his father leave many times before, but this time was different: he understood this was something new. Standing barefoot in his pajamas in ice
and snow, he felt numb for a long time, looking down the empty street.
And just as he began to feel the dull, overwhelming pain of the cold,
something made him turn around. In the house's window, through the
falling snow, Junior saw the little boy standing at the window, his forehead pressed against the glass, looking out at him sadly, and then Junior
was scared. He had seen this in movies, too. Had he really been a ghost
all along?
Slowly, he brought his hand to his heart, almost scared to find out if
his heart was really beating, and, in the same motion, the little boy
pressed his palm against the pane. After a moment of panic, Junior
breathed again: his heartbeat was there, wildly there, in fact. Looking at
the sad little boy in the window, Junior suddenly knew that he was
buried right there, beneath the front lawn, and he felt grief that he hadn't
said a word and was sure that it was his fault. For now it was winter and
his father had left, and though his mother was strong, she would not be
able to break the frozen ground; there were some things that only a
father can do. And it was then that Junior also knew that it wasn't
revenge, justice, or even truth that the little boy had been after all along.
The little boy, his forehead pressed against the window, had steamed
up the entire pane so that only his shadow was visible. And, for the first
time, as he tried to make out the figure behind the foggy glass, Junior
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thought of the little boy as his brother-his only brother. Then the steam
began to dissolve, fading into translucency to reveal the little boy, and
then into clarity. It became clear that the little boy had become married
to the pane of glass, for now it was he who began to lose opacity, dissolving slowly, every strand of his curly hair melting, every pore of his
face widening and revealing more and more of the living room puzzle
behind him, one ear gone, his forehead, nose, lips, the other ear, eyes,
until all that was left was the print from his hand against the pane. Then
even that began to disappear until all that remained was a single finger
print, its arches and whorls vaporizing into nothing on the pane, the
remnants disintegrating from the outer circle in: continent, island, islet,
speck-and then the little boy was gone.
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From the Knitting Club
Luisa Maria Cabrera

MOM SAYS THERE ARE TWO TYPES OF MEN.

The first is the kind you "officially" choose to fall for, because they
are "good on paper," which means they have qualities that could be
listed in a spiral notebook from OfficeMax:
Good job
Nice family
No dogs (depending on whether you like dogs, of course)
The second man is the kind you "officially" choose to avoid, because
he has no qualities for paper-listing, because he is, essentially, playing
tango on his inner piano. He wants to seduce you. He wants to push you
against a wall. Your PR representative best friend tells the world that
you are "officially" detaching from this man. You will see him no longer,
he is considered "cocky and dangerous," and no good will come of your
umon.
But at night, when you lie down next to Mr. Good-on-Paper, take a
whiff of his plain, blue-smelling cologne, caress his Wal-Mart pinstripe
pajama pants, and make love in the worn-out position on the bed with
flowery sheets-where his ass makes a permanent dent shaped like two
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pancakes-you wish for the The Other Guy, Guy #2, the one with the
qualities that might burn up that little spiral OfficeMax notebook, the
one who makes your skin crawl, who keeps knitting clubs awake at
night writing in their diaries, wishing for the day. And in this town, that
man is always Johnny Shaffer.
Johnny Shaffer walks into the grocery store with a swagger, a cigarette hanging out of his mouth, although the sign on the door clearly
says, No Smoking. He's not trying to be a rebel. He's not trying to be
anything. That's what's so appealing. The less he cares, the more you
care. The less he sees you, the more you see him, until you are enthralled,
following his loose jeans from aisle to aisle, hoping he'll turn and glance
at you. His hair isn't long, it isn't short, it's taking up space on his head
in a messy, caressed fashion as if he's been running his fingers through it
or secretly banging it to some heavy metal.
Shaffer always stops in the fourth aisle where he buys the same
brand of cereal. Women flock there. Before he comes down the aisle,
they alert each other. An entire line of women start pinning up their hair,
putting on their makeup, and stuffing their bras with extra tissues from
their purses, until their tits are pushing out. They drop napkins in front
of him as he passes, crash their shopping carts into him, and train their
babies to sit on his boots-all in the vain hope that he might look their
way, that this miracle could possibly happen-because no woman
knows just how he chooses. But every once in a while, he chooses just
one.
She, the chosen one, comes back to the knitting club with a grin-a
slight one. She stops buttoning the highest button on her shirt. Her hair
is suddenly free of elastics and hairspray, it hangs tousled, bedazzled. She
lives in a world where everything is pink and red. She starts to talk
about her secret rendezvous. She never mentions with whom, but everybody knows. We all gather around in the knitting circle, clutching our
sticks and yarn 'til our knuckles go white with mad anticipation and
glory. She whispers to us, and we go home to our worn-out beds, dream
the unimaginable dream. Someday, we think, if we push out our tits and
do our makeup, it'll be one of us. Someday he'll give us a glance in the
aisle and maybe follow us home. And it makes us get up in the morning.
We breathe better.
Until one day, she comes back-the lucky girl-crying, eyes puffed
shut with tears. She got too pushy, she wanted too much. He's stopped
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returning her calls. And we all tell her that she's better off, that she
should have been faithful to her husband, that we wouldn't wish her sad
misfortune on anyone.
But, God, do we wish it on ourselves. And that's how it has always
happened. But not how it happened to me.
Because a bird landed in my kitchen. I was cooking eggs in my
kitchen, and my frying pan fell on the floor. I knocked it over by accident because a bird landed on my windowsill and startled me-a blue
bird-a bird of a type I had never seen, something beautiful and covered
with feathers. It only startled me because I was so tired: tired of seeing
the same window, the same sill, the same dying grass, and tired of feeling
the same feeling-something dead, something putrid. So I was suddenly
awake for one moment, and I felt everything in the world: the sunlight
burned my arm, my eyes watered with the sting of fresh air, and when
my fingers felt the metal of the pan, I let go. I felt a danger, a sudden fear
that I was going to realize something, a fear that my husband would
wake up and see me standing there in the kitchen, eggs splattered on the
floor with an expression on my face of a freedom that I had never felt
before. And because I was feeling this way, I ran outside, wanting air,
wanting life.
John Shaffer was sitting on the sidewalk. His feet stretched out
beyond the curb, boots on the tires of my husband's typical suburban
station wagon. He had them propped up, resting on the hubcaps. He
blew cigarette smoke between his legs. I was so painfully manic, I
walked right up to him-messy hair, no makeup, no pushed-out tits.
He held up his cigarette. "You smoke?" he asked, without even
looking up.
I looked down at the back of his head, feeling a rush flow through
my body. His hand lingered in the air, and I realized that it was my turn.
John Shaffer was going to choose me. And despite how I had always
imagined it would be, I was looking like shit. On another day, I might
have retreated, but I felt defiant. I felt something inwardly that could
shake the ground on which he sat. I thought I could move him; I thought
I could make him throw that cigarette out forever. I wanted to change
him. I wanted to change everything.
"I look like shit," I said.
"Sit down, have a cigarette."
I wiped my hands on my old mom-jeans and pulled open the first
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button on my old flannel house shirt. But it was no use; even if he could
see my bra, it was plain white and not from a lingerie store. I changed
my mind and buttoned it again. Who cares, I thought. My newfound
attitude didn't want Johnny Shaffer. It wanted more.
I grabbed the already burning cigarette from his thick fingers and
slipped it into my mouth. I hadn't smoked in years, and the smoke didn't
feel good going through my lungs. It felt like an old growing pain, something I had thrown away and no longer needed.
I could feel him looking at me.
"You own this car?" he said, tapping his boot on the rims.
He had a slight Southern drawl, somewhat sexy and somewhat distant. I looked into his eyes and found a boy. He must have been in his
early twenties. His facial hair was growing out in stubble all over his
face, and while it added something to his reputation, a flash of my husband's clean chin came over me.
"My husband owns that car."
"What do you own?" he asked, emphasizing you and trying to stare
deep into my eyes. But it felt fake-I could see what he was trying to do.
He was trying to wake me up, but he was too late.
What do I own? I thought. "I own myself."
He stared down at his boot. Maybe it wasn't such a good answer.
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Dead Men Tell No Tales
Jessica Leigh Phillips

ACE SAT DOWN, THE RUSH OF THE WIND REFRESHING HIM AND MUSSING HIS

hair, his greased pompadour now just scraggly strands hanging low over
his eyes and ears. The car swerved as Mel tried to avoid a half-squashed
armadillo, and Ace's foot slipped, tossing him partially into Bubba's
bum leg.
"Jesus Christ, Mellow, what the fuck you tryin' to do, toss me out
the car?"
Mel kept his eyes on the road. Bubba rubbed his sore leg in silence,
face calm as ever. Ace ran one hand through his greasy locks trying to
reshape them, but gave up. Perfect hair in a convertible was impossible.
He let out a loud sigh. "Someone give me a fuckin' cig."
Ace turned to Mel-called Mellow by some of the guys since he had
a way of keeping calm in the middle of a bust. Mel took one hand off
the wheel and puffed his own cigarette once, smoke whipping behind his
head like a steam train. He held it out towards Ace, his big bruised hand
purple and bloody. "Here."
Ace crinkled his nose. "Hell no! I don't want your nasty smoke!
Your busted lip got it all sticky, be like suckin' on a penny. Get me a
fresh one."
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Mel rolled his eyes and put the cigarette back in his mouth, then
lifted his hips to get the pack out of his back jeans pocket. He struggled
momentarily, the '5 6 Chevy slowly creeping into the opposite lane-no
real problem on a deserted two-lane highway in the middle of Nowhere,
USA.
He finally got the mostly flattened pack out and tossed it to Ace.
"There." He mumbled around his smoke, his swollen lips making his
slur even more indiscernible. He stole a quick glance at the man/boy sitting between him and Bubba just long enough to see him flick his lighter
open, his head down to guard the flame, greasy brown hair hanging
dangerously low. Mel shook his head.
"Why you always gotta go n' take my smokes?"
Ace snapped the lighter shut, slipped it in the front pocket of his old
bowling shirt, and took in a lungful of nicotine and tar. He smirked at
Mel.
"Well, hell, Mellow, I don't know." He reached an arm around
Bubba's big luggish form and clapped him on the shoulder.
"You got any coffin nails, Bubba?" Bubba shook his head, his
double chin jiggling with the force. Ace chuckled, then turned to face the
three corpses sitting tall and stiff in the back seat, faces just beginning
to swell and bruise, eyes open to the black flies buzzing and landing on
their exposed pupils.
Ace smiled at the three, a big charming grin showing perfectly
straight, white teeth that always drove the ladies in his hometown,
Alma, Texas, crazy as foxhounds on the hunt.
"What 'bout you guys? Got anythin'?"
Mel grabbed Ace by the back of his dirty bowling shirt and pulled
him back around, facing front.
"What the fuck's wrong with you, can't a guy have a little fun?" Ace
grunted.
Mel clenched his jaw, stared straight ahead at the desolate terrain,
the narrow dirt road, and endless fields of grass with their sporadic
dilapidated barns and windmills. He tightened his grip on the steering
wheel.
"Look, I just don't want you actin' stupid like an asshole, understand? It's bad enough they're back there. Don't need you bein' funny
and carryin' on."
Ace frowned. "Fine, Ma. Didn't know you had time away from
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takin' care a' the little ones and knittin' booties."
Bubba laughed, a big throaty noise that made his meaty lips flap and
spittle drip down his shirt. Ace joined in the laughter, puffing on his cigarette between hoots.
Mel tensed. "You better watch what you say to me, boy. I may be
cool under heat, but I still got a temper, and I could snap your neck
easier than takin' a shit."
Ace cut his laughter short; Bubba's trailed off. The six (including the
dead men) were silent.
The sun beat down on the men speeding along the highway in their
shiny, new Chevrolet convertible. The heat felt nearly tangible, humid as
all get out, like they could reach out and take a handful of it or eat it
with a spoon like marshmallow fluff. The only mercy from the ballsweating stickiness and the slowly intensifying smell of rotting meat was
the air rushing past them as the car drove on, cooling the sweat on their
foreheads and blowing the stench behind them.
The radio was tuned to a local station that played nonstop Hank
Williams and some Patsy Cline (Patsy was bearable, at least). In the
middle of Hank crooning the words to "I'm So Lonesome I Could Cry,"
Ace abruptly tossed his smoldering cigarette behind him and brought his
knee up to his chest, kicking the radio, turning Hank's mournful voice
into a fuzzy whine.
Mel startled, snapping out of his daze; Bubba rolled his head and
continued snoring.
"What the hell're you doin'? This car's brand new!"
"Oh, get your panties out of a wad, it don't belong to you." Ace sat
up and fiddled with the tuning knob.
"Don't they have any stations on this thing 'sides country? I fuckin'
hate country, what my folks always listened to at home." He shook his
head. "Fuckin' bullshit, that's what it is."
The radio crackled and popped; vague traces of voices (mostly
church programs) came in and out.
"Well, now it's broken, how ya like that?" Mel shook his head.
"Asshole."
Suddenly Jerry Lee Lewis came wailing over the speakers, piano
banging, drums crashing, interrupted by random sputters of static.
"Now this is what I call music," Ace snapped and bopped his head.
Mel smiled to himself despite his annoyance-Jerry was pretty damn
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cool, cool as ice. Bubba even stirred awake and clapped his hands off
beat. Ace continued snapping, then added a foot stomp. Mel tapped the
steering wheel in time.
In the middle of Jerry's shaking nerves and rattled brain, Bubba suddenly sniffed the air. "What smells?" His voice was throaty and dumb
sounding. He didn't talk much and the guys always told him that maybe
if he practiced he'd get better. But talking wasn't usually needed for the
jobs they put him on; he dealt mostly with the rough stuff, pushed
people around when they needed pushing.
Ace turned to the big guy sitting next to him, stopped his clapping.
"What smell, Bubba?"
Mel turned his attention towards the other two, also worried by
Bubba's sudden chattiness. Bubba didn't say much, but when he did, it
was usually for a good reason.
"I don't smell anythin' ." Mel sniffed the air trying to get a sense, and
then ... something like burnt leather, or the way air smelled after the
dump set a pile of garbage on fire: smoky, with an undercurrent of wet
sewage.
Ace shrugged, "I still don't smell nothin' ."
"Come on baby, ya drive me crazy! Goodness gracious, great balls
of fire!" Jerry's voice sang and stuttered out of the speakers.
Suddenly, Mel's pulse quickened. He turned in the driver's seat in
time to see flames licking at the face of the corpse in the middle, burning
their way up his nice button-down shirt.
"Holy shit! Fuck, Ace! The stiff's on fire! Do somethin', quick!" Mel
lost control of the car, swerving back and forth from lane to lane. Ace
turned in his seat.
"Oh ... sweet Jesus. "
"Do something!"
Bubba yelled and Ace turned in his seat, stripped his bowling shirt
off, and tried to smother the flames. Jerry kept singing, no problem for
him. Mel turned his eyes back towards the highway, slid the car down
into second, then first, and slowly pulled over to the side of the road.
He hopped out of the car, ran to the back, popped the trunk, and
pulled his leather jacket out to help Ace. They pounded and pounded,
arms growing tired, Bubba scooping dirt and throwing it at the corpse,
his busted hands throbbing, until finally the flames were out and the
corpse was once again peaceful. Black traces of smoke hovered over the
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front of its chest, the white silk shirt and top layer of skin now gone. Ace
collapsed onto his knees, resting his arms and head on the back of the
front seat.
"Well, what the hell are we supposed to do now?"
Mel just stared at the smoldering body. "I have no clue ..."
Ace looked up at the older man "How'd it happen?"
Mel broke his gaze from the dead man and locked it on Ace, his
anger nsmg.
"I think you know damned well how it happened." He stomped
back to the driver's side door, reached into the car, and pulled Ace out
by the front of his T-shirt onto the dirt and gravel. Ace yelped and made
a move to defend himself, but Mel pinned him down with his knee,
bringing his face close to make his point.
"You fuckin' piece a' shit."
Ace held his hands in front of him, trying to ward off the bigger
man. "Come on, Mellow! I don't know what you're talking 'bout!
Honest!"
Mel flipped him over, yanking his arm behind his back. Ace whined
mpam.
"You're gonna get us killed, you hear me?" Mel spoke right into his
ear. "That fire started because a' your stupid cigarette. You threw it
behind you without even thinkin' ! Don't you know they use embalmin'
fluid when they have a wake?"
Ace sputtered into the dirt. "I forgot! I forgot! Please, uncle, uncle!"
Mel looked down at the boy he had pinned to the ground, his slick
hair dusty and unkempt. He grunted, spat, then stood up, boots
crunching gravel as he walked out into the middle of the road.
"You make me sick, you know that?" He carefully flexed his busted
hand and looked out at the plain in front of him, grass completely still
in the humidity.
Mel sighed. "Regal could get us killed now, one a' the goods fucked
up like it is. He wanted them perfect!" He rubbed his temples with his
good hand. "Shit."
Ace sat up, wiping dirt off his mouth with the back of his hand.
"The others were gonna be toast anyway, this heat. There's no way
they woulda been perfect, even with the embalmin' fluid, and Regal
shoulda known that! Flies've been buzzin' for a while now."
Mel walked back towards the boy on the ground. "And whose
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fuckin' idea was it to have some fun and sit those bodies in the back a'
the car, huh?" He pushed him hard on the shoulder.
"No one woulda caught us out here in the middle a' nowhere."
"Well I shoulda never gone along with it, lettin' you pull a stupid
fuckin' stunt like that. And now this!" Mel gestured towards the burnt
corpse. "This is not good. Not good!" He sat down next to Ace, back
against the car, head in hands.
"What'd Regal want with some dead bodies anyway, Mellow?" Mel
turned, once again surprised to hear Bubba's deep voice. He sighed.
"I don't know. They don't tell us grunts why to do it, just to get it
done."
The man giant was quiet for a second, taking in all that he'd said.
"They don't even tell you?"
"Nope."
Ace scoffed. "If they wouldn't tell me, they wouldn't tell you nothin'.
Just because you're older'n been working for Regal longer don't mean
shit. You're still a grunt, and all grunts are at the bottom a' the barrel.
We don't get nothin' but the money in our pockets and a pat on the
head."
Mel pulled the pack of cigarettes out from his back pocket, lit one,
then tossed the pack to Ace, knowing he'd ask. He inhaled a lungful,
enjoying the burn.
Ace, Bubba, and Mel had been put together to hit up a funeral home
in Odessa, Texas, right before a triple wake. They'd been told to take the
bodies and bring them to the pickup point in Pecos, where four more of
Regal's men would then pay them each five hundred dollars in cash.
Apparently the dead men had been important, though, and they'd run
into a scuffle when they'd gotten there, hadn't expected much heat, but
it hadn't been anything they couldn't handle and they'd gotten away
fairly clean. The main part of the deal was to get them to Pecos
unspoiled and intact. That was all they'd been told, but Mel knew from
working with Regal for so long, that if something big got fucked up,
then all deals were off, and to Regal, "all deals off" meant to expect a
visitor with a .45 in the middle of the night.
Ace coughed into his fist. "How far to Pecos?"
Mel shook his head. "Don't know. They expect us by five." He
looked at his watch. "It's 3:20 right now."
"We gotta get goin' then."
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Mel shook his head. "Too late now. We're fucked, and that's that. We
gotta bury the bodies and get the hell outta here, maybe head to
Mexico."
Ace dropped his cigarette. "What?"
Mel stood slowly, favoring his hand. "We gotta get rid of the
bodies."
Ace jumped to his feet, sticking close to Mel as he opened the back
door to unload the dead. "Now hold on a minute! Can't we give him the
bodies as is? Or could we maybe give him the other two? Wouldn't that
work?"
"You don't know Regal like I do."
Ace ran a hand through his greasy locks. "Well, maybe not, but ...
we can't just throw in the towel."
Ace shook his head. "That towel was thrown and trampled the
minute you tossed that cig over your shoulder. Bubba, help me get these
bodies out."
Bubba opened the passenger door and hoisted the first corpse out of
the seat, the car shaking with the weight. Ace made a frantic noise with
his mouth and grabbed Mel's arm.
"Mellow, think about this. It's crazy. Will he be that upset? Isn't
there some other way?"
Mel shrugged Ace's hand away and slid the body on the left, a
skinny old man with a Jew nose, off the leather upholstery. It made a
sick thump as it hit the dirt.
"There's no other way. This is what we gotta do, the only thing we
can do." There was another thump as Bubba let the other body hit the
ground. Mel wiped sweat from his forehead and turned to face the kid.
"Look, we can't go straight past Pecos. Regal will have people
waitin' for us, and closer to the border there's more police. The fuzz sure
as hell can't catch us with three bodies in the back a' the car. Then we'll
really be fucked, by both ends."
Mel grabbed the body under the armpits. "Bubba, go ahead and
drag that body into the grass; there's a shovel in the trunk." He turned
back to Ace. "Well, come on, slugger. Get the burnt one. You did the
deed, now you gotta pay the price."
Ace looked away, rubbing his sore jaw. He spit, then stepped over
the body Mel had and climbed into the car to grab the burnt stiff.
"Shit! This crisp smells like a flamin' Dumpster." He gagged. Mel
snickered.
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"Crisp! That's rich, new word for it."
The three men dragged the bodies several yards into the tall grass,
making sure they were invisible from the road. Then Ace got the shovel
and they went to work. Several hours later, after they were satisfied and
had worked up a sweat that covered their bodies like a thin layer of film,
they staggered back out to the car, tired and sick.
Mel slid behind the wheel, with Ace in the middle, and Bubba in the
passenger's seat. Ace sniffed his hands, then turned his face away, grimacmg.
"Aw, hell. My hands smell like that guy. Damn, I'm never gonna get
that off a' me. Start the car, Mellow. I'm tired a' this stink."
Mel turned the ignition, popped the clutch, and eased back onto the
dirt road. The wind started to pick up as the Chevy gained speed, and
soon the stench was behind them, but the shakiness and the fear
couldn't be lost. Mel pulled out his cigarette pack once more, took the
last smoke. He lit the cig with one hand, carefully keeping the car
straight and the flame from dying with the ease of years of experience.
He took in a shuddering breath. Ace placed one stringy lock of hair
behind his ear. He smiled at Mel.
"You got another one for me?"
Mel blew his smoke into Ace's face. "Nope. Last one right here."
Ace crossed his arms, facing forward. Bubba sat quiet, breaths
coming in loud gurgles and strains. The radio was back to country. Patsy
Cline was falling to pieces. All could have been normal if it hadn't been
for their clothes covered in dirt and bits of burnt skin, if it hadn't been
for the way their hands shook and their backs ached.
"They'll never find 'em. We hid 'em good, and Regal don't have a
good reach down in Mexico." Ace sat up and fiddled with the radio
agam.
The sun was starting its westward trek in the sky, the humidity still
thick, the shadow of the car elongating as it kept its faithful pace alongside the three.
Mel took in another breath, blew smoke out his nose. "Well, I guess
we'll just have to wait and see."
They drove on, each silent, the radio buzzing and clicking as Patsy
continued her song.
Ten miles past Pecos and feeling a little better about it all, they were
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approaching the Davis Mountains on their way to Van Horn before
crossing into Mexico. The sun was setting quickly and pretty soon it
would be completely dark. Ace had agreed to drive for a while so Mel
could take a quick snooze, pressed uncomfortably against the passenger
side door, trying his best to stay away from Bubba sitting in the middle.
The air was cooling off and it felt good as it brushed over their sweaty
bodies, but they knew they'd have to put the top up eventually because
at night the west Texas air chilled considerably.
Ace was feeling the long day of heat and tiring work; his eyes started
to get heavy, slowly lowering, then snapped to full attention seconds
later. He could not fall asleep at the wheel, no way-that was the last
thing they needed. Mellow would skin his ass for sure if he fucked up
again, and he knew he'd already done that big time.
So much to ask, havin' a little fun? Didn't 'spect my fuckin ' smoke
to catch the fuckin ' stiff on fire, he grumbled to himself, trying to tune
out the preachy evening gospel that was wafting in and out over the AM
radio. He shook his head and looked over at Mel's hard, slumped form.
He would have given his left nut for a smoke, knew the bastard had
more but was just holding out because he was mad. He contemplated
reaching over the snoozing Bubba to try and get into Mel's back pocket,
but he wasn't sure if he'd gotten that desperate yet.
They were miles and miles away from any town, but in the darkening distance Ace suddenly saw the metallic gleam of a gas pump. He
smiled to himself and sped up, pulled over slowly, careful not to hit any
bumps, and parked in front of the station. He carefully opened the
driver's side door, smiling to himself, eager to get a pack to calm his jitters. He let the door close itself, and ran to the little dilapidated shop,
opened the faded whitewashed screen door, and stepped inside.
"Hello?" He looked around, but no one was at the front counter,
and the only light was the setting sun creeping through the windows and
the glow of the bug zapper hanging in the corner of the store. He took
a few more steps on the creaky wooden floor. The space was about as
large as his mama's kitchen, enough room for two shelves with some
road maps, cans of beans and ham and sardines, Armor All, and ciga rettes. There was also a Coke machine in the corner. Ace smiled and
walked to the Coke machine, dropped in a nickel, and was a little disappointed to get a warm bottle of the soda. He strode over to the shelf
of cigarettes, grabbed a pack of Camels, and went to the counter.
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"Hello?" he called again. No one responded. He leaned over the
counter, trying to get a glimpse into the dark and dingy back room. He
could hear the faint sounds of a radio playing the same gospel show he'd
been listening to in the car. "Hey!"
He looked for a bell but then heard a knocking. An old man with a
lazy eye wandered out of the back room, banging his wooden cane hard
against the wood floor. He looked over at Ace slowly, seeming surprised
to see him there.
"Whut you yellin' 'bout now?" His voice was higher-pitched than
Ace would have expected, and he suppressed a smile.
"Sorry, sir. Didn't realize ya were here." Ace put on his most
charming smile, the one he knew drove all the gals crazy. "Just wanted
to buy some smokes here."
The man looked him up and down with his good eye, his leathery
face a mask of disapproval. "You look awful distressed, dirt or somethin' all over yer shirt there."
Ace looked down suddenly, having forgotten the state he was in.
Charred corpse and dirt were smeared all over his T-shirt. His bowling
shirt had been burnt putting out the fire, and they'd left it in the field,
abandoned like the job they'd been hired to do. He flushed, scrounging
for an excuse. "I was, uh, I was out shovelin' some dirt, workin' in the
garden for my ma. Guess I just got sidetracked and forgot to change ... "
His voice trailed off. He just wanted to pay for the smokes and get out
of there.
"Boys shouldn't have such long hair, it's a disgrace." The man
punched a few numbers into the cash register, and the drawer flew open
with a ding. Ace frowned, tried to ignore the comment, and pulled out
a dollar. He slid it across the counter. The man took it almost grudgingly
and then pushed some change back at Ace. He gave him a steely look
with his one good eye.
"You go on an' get outta here. Boys like you mainly just want
trouble. It'll come back to bite you in the ass soon 'nough."
Ace swallowed, shoved the change into his back pocket and nodded
a short thank-you to the odd old man. He backed out the door, a fresh
cigarette already firm between his lips. By now, the sun was all the way
below the horizon.
A little jolt of panic hit him in the stomach when he saw that Mel
was sitting up, his arm resting on the door, smoke in his hand. He glared
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at him with wicked vengeance, and Ace couldn't help but get that sick
feeling he used to get when he got in trouble in grade school. Mel was
just as bad as an old schoolmarm; Ace would swear it to the grave.
"What the hell're you doin'?" His voice was like the desert in full
dark, subzero and freezing.
Ace slid back behind the wheel. "I stopped to get some smokes, no
big deal."
"We should have been headin' towards Van Horn by now, it's almost
eight o'clock and we ain't even passed the Davis. You want to get us
killed, boy?"
Ace groaned. "Mellow, could you just please shut the fuck up? I'm
sorry, I won't do it again, we're on our way, don't get so excited. How
about we get a glimpse of that famous cool side everyone knows you
for?"
Mellow flicked his butt out the window and Ace restarted the car,
the snowy preacher once again talking about God's fury and wrath on
those who dare sin against him.
Twelve miles north of Van Horn there was a sudden loud, popping
sound, and the car swerved dangerously out of control, Ace furiously
trying to keep the wheel straight.
"What the fuck?" Mel had jolted awake and braced himself against
the dashboard. Bubba swayed from side to side, crushing Ace and then
Mel, back and forth. Ace tried to keep control despite the hulking man
weighing against him when the car swerved left. He slammed his foot on
the clutch and violently stalled the car, shutting off the engine and snapping all of them forward against the dash. Ace sat up, rubbed his chest
from the impact of the steering wheel, and felt more tired than he had
since they'd buried the bodies on the side of the road.
Mel was out of the car lightning quick, inspecting it with an angry
look on his face and jerky panic in his arms and legs. He knelt down at
the right back end of the turquoise and white Chevy convertible.
"Jesus H. Christ. The tire's in shreds. What the hell did you hit?"
Ace got out and Bubba followed. Ace crossed to the right side of the
car and stood behind Mel, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his
equally sweaty palm. He took in a deep breath.
"I don't know."
Mel stood and turned toward him. Even in the dark, Ace could see

288

Hair Trigger 30

the angry glint in those stoic eyes, something close to fire-the fire
licking at a swollen corpse.
"You have fucked it up for the last time! Do you hear me?" His
voice had taken on a panic-stricken, squawky sound. Ace backed up: it
looked like Mel was about to lunge at him.
"Calm down, Mellow, take it easy."
"Don't fucking call me that!"
Ace cringed at the tone. "OK, OK! Easy!"
Mel took a deliberate step closer to Ace, got real close to his face,
his body contorted with rage, his eyes wild. Ace felt his heart quicken.
He didn't want to fight Mel, but he would if he absolutely had to. Mel
was a tough son of a bitch, though, and it would take all that Ace had
to lay him down.
"Someone's coming." Bubba's voice, an even monotone, rang like a
bell against the tense silence that was buzzing with electricity. Mel
whipped his head around looking down the lonesome road at two
bright headlights shining their way and pulling over behind them.
"Shit," Mel muttered. Ace felt an ice-cold bolt of panic strike into his
chest. The three men froze. The car was a black 1940 Lincoln
Continental, and the minute it stopped, four meaty thugs popped out
like some sick version of a jack-in-the-box and stood ominously behind
the two car doors. Ace, Mel, and Bubba couldn't see the expressions on
their faces-it was too dark and the headlights were partially blinding
them-but knew they meant trouble. The sound of four guns cocking in
the heavy silence drove the point home, and all three men raised their
hands in the air. Ace immediately regretted stashing their own guns in
the trunk of the car earlier that day.
"Mellow. Surprise, surprise. Where are you heading? Certainly you
weren't dumping out on a deal ..."
Ace could see Mellow tense even with the bright lights in his eyes
and the dark sky masking everything else-could smell Mel's anxiety
like a sickeningly sweet perfume. He felt panic take root in the depths
of his stomach, a sharp stab like an ice pick. They were silent.
"Of course not. No backin' out."
The first man who had spoken, the one standing behind the driver's
side door, let out a low, poisonous chuckle. "That's funny. Explain what
you're doing this far south of the drop-off point, then."
Ace noticed that the man had no hint of a Southern accent, and he
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was almost positive that he'd never met him before. He looked over at
Mellow's stiff, rigid form-poised like a rattler about to strike and probably just as dangerous under the right circumstance. Ace figured that
Mel did know who this guy was, though he couldn't be sure. It was certain the dark stranger knew them, anyway, and that was bad enough.
"We got lost. It got dark. We had to make a stop because the bodies
were starting to spoil." Mel's voice was cool, the tension in his body
making no effect on his words. Ace suddenly felt a deep well of respect
for the man, the "old timer" (though he couldn't have been more than
thirty-eight) who always gave him such a hard time. He might have been
a ballbuster, a real mean, no-nonsense son of a bitch, but he really was
cool under stress, and he'd saved Ace's ass a few times (even though
they'd only worked together on three jobs).
Mel shot Ace a meaningful look, and Ace knew he had a plan. His
heart sped up a notch, but he tried to channel a little bit of Mellow, tried
to stay collected, not a mess of rattled nerves like the infamous, fiery
Jerry Lee.
The dark man seemed to consider this. "Where are the bodies now,
then?"
"In the back of the trunk. You can check yourself. They're all there."
Suddenly a shot fired out in the silent evening, and then Bubba was
yelping and falling back towards the once-spotless Chevrolet. Ace spun
to see a wide patch of red spread across Bubba's bum leg, and then that
spike of panic jammed back in his gut. Ace bit his tongue to keep from
yelling out, drawing a little blood himself.
"What was that for? He didn't do nothin'!" Mel barked, his coolness bending the slightest bit. Ace didn't want to think that it was
because impenetrable Mellow was scared too.
"You're lying to me." The words were matter of fact and could have
been spoken between friends they were so casual. Bubba was quieting
down, his stoicism taking over, trying to mask the pain-a grunt to the end.
Sweat was pouring down Mel's face, though it was getting chilly. Ace
bit his lip again and turned away from the squirming Bubba and back
towards the dark men.
"I'm not lying. Check for yourself."
Another gunshot and a dark red splatter against the dull white
leather interior. Ace caught the sight out of the side of his eye, knew
what had happened but didn't want to look, couldn't look. Big, stupid
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Bubba spread across the back seat of the Chevy and the Texas dirt like
a piece of roadkill.
"You should know I can read you like a book, Mel. I know you're
lying and I know you've never been late a day in your life, and I know
that all three corpses could not fit into the trunk. So you want to feed
me that shit about telling the truth one more time, or do you want a hole
in your head?"
Mel was silent. Ace felt too cold, too tingly, to function. He was
glued on the spot and if he could have, he probably would have tried to
run, but it was no good.
"Grab them."
The other three men rushed past the open car doors and towards
Mel and Ace, two grabbing Mel, one pulling Ace's arms painfully behind
his back like he was made of rubber.
"Hey! Come on, careful!" Before the words were totally out his
mouth, searing pain shot through his jaw and speckled lights danced in
the darkness before his eyes.
"Keep your mouth shut." A hot whisper slithered up his neck to his
ear and Ace cringed, wishing that the guy would back off and give him
some breathing room.
"I'll keep my mouth shut when you loosen up on my arm! I'm sore
back there." Another thwack against the side of his head and then all
was dark and he was floating, no pain, but no release.
Mel woke when he felt cold dirt hit his face. He stirred suddenly, felt
the throbbing pain in the back of his head but ignored it. He jerked his
eyes open and was momentarily jarred by his disorientation. He was on
the ground and all was dark around him. For a few panic-filled seconds,
he thought he was lying in a ditch or some sort of grave. From above, a
shovelful of dirt landed in his eyes, stinging and making him cry out as
clumps of it choked down his throat. It took this and his attempt to wipe
the dirt out of his eyes for him to realize his hands and feet were tied back
like a hog's-he couldn't move. When two more shovelfuls of dirt were
pitched into his face, he realized he was in a ditch, being buried alive.
He opened his mouth to scream, but more dirt slid down his throat,
so he whipped his head from side to side, spitting and trying to shake
the muck off. "Hey! Hey! What the fuck is going on! Hey!" He
somehow found his voice.
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The shovel stopped in midair and then a figure, resting on the
shovel, leaned over the side of the grave. "Well, hey there, Mellow! How
ya feelin' down there?" The voice was one he didn't recognize and he
immediately resented its friendly tone.
"Suck my dick!" He spat more dirt out of his mouth, wishing he had
the range to hit that shit-head square in the face.
A loud burst of giggles rang down at him, taunting. "Oh, my! You
got some mouth on you there, don't ya? Well, tell you what, you answer
me a couple questions and maybe I'll crawl on down there and show
you a good ol' fashioned time. What d'ya say?"
Mel clenched his jaw and rolled from side to side, trying to get the
dirt off him. There wasn't much room for movement though, since the
grave was maybe five inches wider than his shoulders on either side. A
wave of claustrophobia ran through him, and he tried to hold back a
sob. "Fuck you!"
Another laugh. "I'll take that as a yes," the man said. He shoveled
another heap of dirt. "Where'd you put the bodies, Mellow?"
Mel closed his eyes and tried to calm himself, tried to think of some
way to get out of this. If he could slip out of his ropes and stand up, he
could hit that guy with the shovel and maybe make a run for it. He
shook and squirmed, but it seemed as if the more he moved, the tighter
the ropes got and the more exhausted he felt, so he lay still.
"I'm asking you again-where did you put the bodies?"
"Fuck you." It was weaker this time, with no real meaning behind it,
more like he was reading from a script. More and more dirt rained
down on him until he couldn't move from side to side to get rid of it; he
was drowning but at least his face was still above it.
"I'm gettin' pretty tired a' yer antics, Mellow. Tell me where the
bodies went. And I'll get you out of there, no harm done. You got
nothin' to lose."
And true, he hadn't. He knew this guy was just pulling his chain and
wasn't going to let him go-he'd pulled the same shit with some of the
johns he was sent to take care of, the same old lies, the same promises of
redemption. No, he wasn't getting away; he was already dead, as dead as
those burnt "crisps" they'd buried earlier that day. The irony hit him like
a sledgehammer, and suddenly he laughed, despite the dirt storm, despite
the way it fell in his mouth and made his throat scratch and burn.
"Fuck you to the grave. I'm not tellin' you shit, so you can stop
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askin' ." His voice was a strangled garble, barely intelligible through the
muck and the laughter and the shuddering breaths.
He could faintly hear the man above him curse and mumble to himself, all the good humor gone from his voice. Mel just kept laughing,
loving the fact that he had thoroughly pissed his executioner off.
"It's your funeral."
Mel laughed harder. Yeah, it was his funeral, and he knew there was
no good reason not to tell the guy what they'd done with the bodies, but
he figured that this was his last opportunity to stick it to Regal, the man
who had fed him, clothed him, and royally fucked him in the ass by getting him caught up in his web of crime. But dead men tell no tales, so
they were barking up the wrong tree.
The dirt was above his ears now, one more shovelful and his face
would be totally buried. He wondered if they'd gotten the truth out of
Ace; he hoped not, hoped that Ace had more dignity and common sense
than to let them trick him into one last act of allegiance. Mel sighed and
laughed once more, though only on the inside-his mouth and nose now
covered with dirt and he was sucking for air like a fish out of water. The
soil continued to pile up, the last light from the stars was blotted out, he
eased down, no longer struggling, no longer worrying.
His last thought before he stopped breathing altogether was, "I
would give my left nut for a cigarette right now," even though a cigarette had been the beginning of the whole mess.
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The Language of Tires
Kristen Fiore

EVERYTHI G ABOUT MY MOTHER IS SHARP. HER WORDS ARE SHARP. HER

fingernails, eyes, and nose are sharp. Her pleats are sharp. She is so
sharp that I often imagine her nose one day brushing too hard against
my cheek and slicing me open.
But today as we stand, pink shoulder to gray shoulder on our sagging weathered patio, the late afternoon sun filtering through the naked
limbs of the tall trees that tower above our high gray roof, she seems so
soft. Every word she speaks seems to be laced with silk that melts her
consonants and crisp vowels.
"We can't just leave it here on the patio," I say.
"Well, we can't touch it, either," my mother insists, softly.
We're currently debating the fate of the dead animal at our feet. It's
a dead bat. It's lying on its side, dark black fur matted with drying, red
blood. One of its thin, veined wings is casually covering its face, like the
exaggerated hand of a Southern belle who has just fainted, and the
blood pooling around its body is starting to trickle into the patio wood,
turning it almost black.
My mother is the reason it's dead and, sadly, this is not the first time
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in my fourteen years of life that I've stood, in horror, at a murder scene
on our porch.
The first time was on an early August morning, during the summer
I turned five. There was a brown frog that lived in our backyard pond
and I hunted him the whole summer, convinced he was my frog prince.
I was convinced that once I kissed his slimy frog lips, he would transform into a tall and handsome Prince Charming, surrounded by a magical poof of smoke.
After I'd successfully caught him, I brought him to my mother. I
wanted to share my joy of finally being able to become a princess, and
escape the horror that was my mother. But when I opened my palms,
standing in her sharp shadow on the patio, he leapt towards her face.
She shrieked with horror, and as my frog prince landed on the patio, she
lifted her thick-soled green gardening clog and stomped on his head.
Now it is my bat. My horror is not from his death. It is from the fact
that my mother has killed him with a golf club that she now casually
holds, her tiny fingers wrapped around its bulbous head.
I haven't been around to see this murder but estimate, by the drying
blood on the bat carcass, that I have missed it by about forty-five minutes. I arrive home late from school to find my mother surveying her
handiwork from her perch against the doorjamb of the open, slidingglass door. My arrival startles her so much that the golf club, pressed
under her thin right bicep, somehow slams hard into the crystal-clear
glass, creating a series of cracks that looks like early winter frost.
She doesn't react to this event with any emotion but just shrugs,
escapes to the kitchen to wash the blood from the head of the golf club,
and then rejoins me where we are standing now, debating just how to
get the dead bat off our porch.
"We could pick him up with a shovel," I suggest, looking back
toward the gray and white shed that sat short and small in the right
corner of our backyard.
"That's a great idea!" She smiles, pushing her dark brown hair back
around her ears.
I can hear the softness in her words again, and it makes me shiver as
I walk away to the right and down the gray, weathered steps of the
patio. As my feet hit the crisp October grass, I realize that I am not
wearing any shoes. My shoulders instantly hunch forward, as I wait for
my mother to scold me, but she hasn't noticed. I look back over my right
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shoulder and she is poking the crack of the sliding-glass door with the
leather handle of my father's golf club. I quietly rejoice in the crunchy
grit of earth under my white socks, hurrying toward the shed.
As I open it, a large, black, round object falls at my feet. It is a tire.
It is my father's. My father collects tires. He doesn't collect tires for the
reasons that many mechanics collect tires. In fact, my father doesn't even
have a job working anywhere near cars, unless you count the one he
drives to work. He just really likes tires.
My mother, on the other hand, hates them, and stuffs all of the different-shaped tires into the back of the shed as tightly as she can. He
beat her game one day by obtaining a huge monster tire that now sits
on its side, right near the shed, like a huge, rugged, discarded, flotation
device, taunting my mother every morning when she glances out the
kitchen window.
I pick up the tire and throw it to the right. The shed is dark inside,
but I can see the shovel despite my mother's clutter in the darkness (the
only clutter she allows herself to have). It is silver, brown, and dented,
peeking just above the faded plaid fabric of the cheap lawn chair. I grab
it with a happy grin and retreat back toward my mother, the shovel
above my head like a trophy.
"I should do this," my mother says as I ascend the stairs. "I am the
parent here."
I hand her the shovel and she trades me for the golf club, the murder
weapon. I instantly feel cold and horrified, as if a horror-movie serial
killer has just handed me his idling chainsaw, so he can skin his victim
and harvest the thigh meat.
I'm obsessed with horror films. I analyze them for metaphors on
American culture, trying to take away more than heart palpitations. I
promise myself, on a regular basis, that if I ever became a camp counselor, I will pay attention to all my campers and never let one of them
drown, as the consequences would be grave.
"What should we do with it?" my mother asks, as she shoves the
dented shovel under the dead bat's carcass with a grunt.
"We could just throw it out," I suggest.
"What if the garbage men find it? Is killing a bat going to get us sent
to jail?"
"I don't think the garbage men are going to be looking through our
garbage or telling on us if they do stumble across a dead bat," I assure her.
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"We could bury it, just to be sure," she insists.
I shrug, drop the golf club with a hard thud onto the patio, and
follow her as she heads toward the side of the house opposite the shed.
She's holding the shovel carelessly, more occupied with her intended destination than her precious bloody cargo, and as she gets just a few feet
away from the patio stairs, the bat flips off the head of the shovel. It
doesn't fall away from her but right in the path of her feet.
She doesn't notice, despite the obvious weight change, and before I
can say anything, her flat-heeled, white leather ballet shoe presses hard
into the bloody torso of the bat.
I am now no longer horrified. I am excited. I am expecting her to
lose it, finally. The shattered patio door hadn't done it, but as I watch
her spine stiffen and her foot wiggle, I can see reality sliding up her thin
legs, over her gray pleated skirt, and up into her deep brown eyes. I can't
wait to watch the cold return to her pupils, replace the unnatural softness, and cause real fire to spew from her lips with thick, white saliva
attached.
"Wow, that is really, really gross," she says, with a hint of amusement in her voice.
She then lifts her foot from the bat's body, which is now spread-eagle
in front of her, like a black, bloody-furred snow angel. The outside of
her left shoe is smeared with bright red blood, and she casually tilts her
ankle toward the ground and rubs it against the crisp fall grass. She then
folds the bat in half again with the edge of the shovel, like she is folding
a piece of bread, then shoves the shovel under it and starts moving
again. This time she makes sure to hold her hands steadier and her spine
taller.
I am now starting to wonder where my mother is inside that narrow
rib cage. I wonder if she's been body snatched or perhaps a parasite is
boiling inside the warmth of her stomach. I guess I watch a lot of horror
movies.
We finally reach where she has decided to bury it, a few inches from
the base of a tree. We stand under its empty limbs, gray shadows tracing
our scalps, and my left shoulder is touching her right shoulder again. I
instantly feel sick.
She starts to dig. She starts to dig into the hard brown earth, in front
of where the roots of the tree are peeking out and grass refuses to grow.
She is digging a hole, with her pink sweater and gray pleated skirt on. I
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do not have shoes on. I can feel the thick pieces of hard earth hitting my
sock-covered toes as she throws it off the head of the shovel. Her left
foot, still slightly smeared with blood, is pressing into the head of the
shovel, over and over, and the bat is just lying there, his wings folded
over, watching her dig his funeral plot.
"I-have-something-to-tell-you," she huffs as she presses the
shovel down again into the ground with her foot.
"Ummm, OK?" I say as I step back from the pile of dirt she is creating. It is growing larger and larger, almost covering my toes.
"Your father is leaving us," she grunts. She shrugs as she says this. It
is not a shrug from the shoveling. It is just a shrug, as if she doesn't care
that her husband-my father-has decided to leave.
"What? " I ask, leaning toward her.
I am completely sure of what I just heard, but I need some sort of
reassurance before I flip out.
"You heard what I said, Addie."
"No. I didn't hear it. Please repeat," I reply with a robotic tone.
"YOUR FATHER IS LEAVING US," she yells slowly, annoyed, and
still shoveling.
"When did you find this out?" I hold back the tremble in my voice
with a deep breath.
"He called today, about an hour ago. He's leaving us for another
woman. Another woman named Michelle with whom he is, apparently,
madly in love."
She is still shoveling and shrugging, and I am kind of upset at how
easily she says all of this to me, without a moment's pause or even a sigh.
It makes me want to yell that he is leaving her, not me, but I figure that
would be mean.
I can't imagine how I would react if my husband of sixteen years had
left me for another woman on the same day that I killed a bat and broke
a sliding-glass door. I mean, three weeks ago my first-ever boyfriend,
Stephen Berardi, had broken up with me and I thought the world had
ended. I couldn't even imagine how my mother felt.
Stephen had broken up with me in the lunch room, of all places, by
telling me my hair was too curly and I was too Jewish, so it just "isn't
going to work." I didn't know how I could be too Jewish. I ate milk and
meat that were cooked in the same pot and used the phone on Saturday
mornings. I didn't even like matzo-ball soup. I found out later that he
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had decided to date Lauren Mott, who had pin-straight blond hair and
was currently enrolled in Catholic confirmation classes. I had thought,
just a few weeks ago in the flickering fluorescent lights of our middleschool hallway, that I was experiencing the worst day of my life.
I guess I was wrong.
I just stand there, absorbing what she said, and she continues to dig.
Finally, after the pile of dirt is five inches high, she stops. She leans her sharp
chin against the splintered brown handle of the shovel, her back curving in
an awkward half circle, and looks at me with sad, soft, brown eyes.
"He's also moving back to France," she says.
My father is French; he has a heavy accent and he calls my mother
Cherie even though her name is Wendy, and he has a big round nose like
Gerard Depardieu. They met at an art gallery and got married a year
later. A year after that my mother was pink and pregnant with me. I'm
the baby she never wanted. She'd had me for him, because he had
wanted to have a pink baby, since his only sister had killed herself just
months before he married my mother.
He'd named me after her, and I often imagined that some sort of bad
karma was attached to her name, but my father assured me on a regular
basis that she was a most beautiful and amazing woman, and that I
would grow up to be beautiful and amazing like her.
I realize now that he won't be here to soften it all with a wrinkled
laugh and a shrug. Instead, my favorite parent is going to leave me with
this crazy, sharp woman who does not love me, and who is currently
leaning nonchalantly against a shovel in our backyard with a dead bat
at her feet.
This is when I begin to think that the parasite is in my stomach, not
my mother's, as I feel all the colors in front of me start to wave. My mother
picks up the bat again with her shovel and puts it in the hole. I watch this
from far away, above my body and through the naked tree limbs. My body
sways as if hurricane-force winds are blowing on it, and I am wondering,
from above, if she is going to start paying attention to me.
As she starts to throw dirt over the bat, I faint. It is not a soft faint,
like they show you in the movies. It is hard. My body falls forward. I do
not fall backward as the movies lead you to believe damsels-in-distress
fall. I fall forward, with a heavy thud, right next to the still slightly
uncovered body of the dead bat. I watch this from above, screaming at
my mother from the floating cloud to help me, but she is just laughing.
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She laughs with a hunched back, her left hand bracing her heaving body
with the shovel. Her laugh curls out over my body like a thick question
mark, as if she is not sure whether I am faking or not.
I have fainted and my mother is laughing. This day is officially the
worst day of my entire fourteen years of life. My mother suddenly stops
laughing and starts screaming, as if she's just slammed on the brakes of
her voice box and put it into reverse, the gears of her vocal chords
grinding and confused, making the sound of her scream gargled and
bloody.
This is when the shovel falls with a thud to the ground and my
mother begins to beat me in the face. She doesn't slap me lightly but
basically starts punching me. I guess she decides that smelling salts,
which we have in our extensive first-aid kit, are either too far away or
are suddenly a distant memory, because she hits me (beats me, really)
until I wake up.
Once I'm awake, my mother is no longer in a dismal state of panic,
and the amused, creepy face returns. I watch it return with discomfort.
I figure the dirt stuck to my face, or to my sweater, would snap her back
into the mother I know-but it doesn't. We stand up, and as I'm dusting
myself off, she returns to the bat. She doesn't say a thing to me about
how I just fainted. She doesn't ask how I am; she doesn't even feel my
forehead to see if I have the Ebola virus from the bat; she just picks up
the shovel with a happy sigh and resumes the task I had so selfishly
interrupted with my silly fainting.
As my mother pats the earth with the back of the shovel, the metal
makes a clinking sound, and she smiles. She looks at me with triumph
in her eyes, as if I should be clapping and snapping a photo of her as she
poses next to the bat's grave. I smile back; this startles her, and I can tell
by the expression that suddenly crosses her face-it's a bad-smell face,
pursed lips and narrowed eyebrows.
"We should order a pizza for dinner," she suggests, her face softening again, as she drops the shovel to the ground and rubs her hands
over her small, flat stomach.
"You mean, pizza, from the ummm, Pizza Parlor?" I ask.
"Unless there is somewhere else to get pizza in this town," she
laughs, stepping over the bat's grave and moving back toward the house.
I'm thinking it's surely a body snatcher and not a parasite, because
we don't order pizza. We don't order anything from take-out places, or
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from restaurants that don't have a wine list. I should say that my mother
doesn't. My father does, because he can only open cans and grill sharp
cheddar between pieces of bread.
But my mother? She is not a mother with a wrinkled and bent
manila folder of take-out menus. She is a mother with a pot rack and
$20 bottles of olive oil, someone who knows what "seasoning a pan"
means. I follow her, because I want to hear her order a pizza, and move
over the fading gray patio, past the wide-open, cracked sliding-glass
door, over the hard-waxed floor of the living room, to find her leaning
against the left side of the doorjamb that leads into the black-and-white
tiled foyer.
I lean against the other side of the doorjamb to see where she is
vacantly staring. I assume it's the door, and I stand there. My white
socks, that are actually mostly black, trace the caulking where the tile of
the foyer meets the wood of the living room.
"I hope you don't think your father doesn't love you," she says, quietly and distractedly. I glance at her, from the corner of my eye, to see
that her eyes have gone from vacant to glossy. She's looking at nothing
and everything at the same time. It's that look you get when every
thought you've ever had, or will have, is whipping over the curved
synapses of your brain. It's the kind of look I've never seen her have.
"I know he loves me," I assure her.
"He wants you to move to France," she mumbles in a blank tone,
still staring at the door.
I am in shock at this news. My mind twists and I wonder if it's really
she who wants me to move to Franee, so she can again be the woman
who my father met at the art gallery years and years ago, childless and
family-free. I wonder if she'd miss me if I left. I wonder if going to
France will make me an exotic American girl instead of the half-Jewish,
half-French girl with weird hair and ice-cold eyes that I am here. I
wonder whether, if I leave, she will call me or write to me. I wonder
these things; they swirl around my body, and my eyes start seeing everything and nothing at the same time, just like hers.
"Stephen Berardi broke up with me today," I say suddenly, needing
to break the tension forming between our bodies and the front door.
This is when my mother turns her hips towards me and does something
I can't remember her ever doing; she runs her hand over my hair.
"I'm so sorry, Addie," she sighs.
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I can feel her eyes on me, her head tilted in a concerned fashion, and
I turn to face her so I can see what concern looks like on my mother's
face.
She hugs me as I turn. It is not the cold, Please don't hold my body
too tight to yours kind of hug that I am used to. It is a warm, tight hug,
that presses her whole torso against mine. It is the kind of hug my father
gives me, and I start to feel weird again. I start to feel betrayed. I am
starting to think that there aren't any body snatchers and there isn't any
parasite. She's instead trying to get me to stay, to not go to France where
there is an Eiffel Tower and my father, but to stay with her where I have
to take my shoes off before I enter the living room.
She slowly pulls her ribs from mine, releases her arms from around
my shoulders, steps back towards the doorjamb, cocks her head to the
side again, and says, "Who is Stephen Berardi and when did you start
dating him? "
As she says this, I want to laugh, but instead hurt and sadness overcome the laughter boiling in my stomach, and I bite my lip. Our eyes
lock and I can feel my blue eyes becoming cold and angry, while hers are
brown and warm like hot chocolate.
"It's not really important," I lie. "He was a jerk anyway."
She nods and smiles, her teeth glistening in the soft foyer light dangling above us, and then turns 180 degrees toward the kitchen door. I
guess she's going to order that pizza, and I guess, at this point, I really
don't care. I just stand there. I stand there in dirty socks on her hard,
glistening-clean white tile, and I watch her fade into the brown marbletiled kitchen, out of my line of sight.
Once she is gone I can feel it coming. I can feel the warmth rolling
around behind my corneas. I can detect the moisture about to start to
form across the ledges of my eyelids, like a farmer who has dealt with
drought for nine months and can feel the change in humidity when rain
is still two days away.
I hold it back, though. I hold back all the truth revealed by the one
question my mother asked, the question of who my boyfriend was and,
in many ways, who I am. I hold it deep behind my pupils, behind the
muscles that are now stretching behind my eyes like the stomach of a
pregnant woman, and I run.
I run over the hardwood floors again, past the bloodstain of the dead
bat. I run over the hard grass that is now accumulating dew, and past the
discarded black tire by the gray and white shed, to the monster tire. The
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backyard is now dark, as if the shadows of the naked trees and houses
have been sewn together into a quiet quilt and thrown over my neighborhood. The tire is just a gray outline under the soft-quilted darkness.
It comes to about the height of my chest, and I stare at it. I press my
palms into it, and I am still holding back. My fingernails dig into the
black weathered rubber, and I hoist myself up and over the edge. Now
I'm inside my father's monster tire. It smells like wet, moldy rubber. Rain
has accumulated in the inside ledge, and brown fall leaves are floating
in the stagnant water that has to be at least a week old. The grass inside
of it is a much darker brown than the rest of the lawn, either from lack
of light or of fertilizer, as the wheel has been here for at least three years.
I sit down, the prickly grass poking through the denim of my jeans,
and I finally let the moisture in my eyes, the pressure, release and
explode across the span of my bright red, slightly olive cheeks. I feel the
tears in my shoulders, my hands, and my chest. I feel their moisture
across the length of my neck, rolling under the edges of my turtleneck.
I can't stop it. I can't stop the way the smell of moldy water is making
me sick. I can't stop any of it.
I especially can't stop realizing that I do not know my own mother
and that she doesn't know me at all. I am fourteen years old. I am fourteen years old and my parents are getting divorced. I am fourteen years
old and my parents are getting divorced and one of them is moving, not
to a new house but to a new country, and I have been forced to decide
which language to hate them in.
I hear her call my name loudly across the span of our backyard, and
I do not respond. I can hear the syllables of my name, the name my
father gave me, graze the top of the tire and then skate over my head.
I do not respond. I don't know how to. I don't know how to form
any words at this moment. I feel as if my mouth has been stuffed with
hot, wet cotton.
I just sit there.
I sit there with silent tears, a full mouth, my blank stare that sees everything but nothing, and my father's tire, protecting me from everything.
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Drug Dealer's House
Molly Tolksy

EVERY TIME YOU GO TO YOUR DRUG DEALER'S HOUSE, IT'S ALWAYS THE SAME

shit. You go in with sixty bucks and come out with an eighth of overpriced weed, a fucked-up mind, and four new friends, usually named
Viper, Mahooney, T-Dawg, and the token Melissa. When you get there,
the halogen lights are on a little too bright and everything looks ugly.
The plastic cups are half-filled with brown water and black ash. The
torn-up couch is facing a TV that nobody's watching but is still playing
reruns of The Jeffersons. The open bathroom door reveals a toilet bowl
filled with caked-on dirt and a pair of soiled boxers on the floor. It's all
ugly, and it's what makes you wonder, right off the bat, every time you
walk in there, "Why the fuck am I here?"
It spurs in you that brief, panicky moment in which you picture
yourself as a little kid, playing on a Sit 'N Spin and feeling the ultimate
high. And you picture your mom and grandma sitting there too,
watching you and saying things like, "What a great kid," and "There's

my little angel." And then you try to trace your life from that moment
there to this moment here, on the South Side of Chicago, sitting around
a kitchen table that is slowly being filled with a scale, a grinder, rolling
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papers, a few glass bowls, clear plastic baggies, and the green stuff. And
you can't do it, you just can't do it.
But every time you go to your drug dealer's house, it's not just a
buying thing. It's a smoking thing, and soon enough, the joint is being
passed to you whether you want it or not. It's still early in the night and
none of your dealer's random druggie friends have stumbled in yet, so
you're not exactly loose and giddy. You first talk about things like your
day, and the past week, and the coming week, and what you did last
weekend, and what you'll do this weekend, and who you've been with
and who you've seen, and how you will be and who you'll try never to
see. The conversation then dries up a bit, but that's OK because you can
always blame it on that first stage of a high that's suddenly creeping in
on you and slowing down your higher brain. But, alas, eventually there
always comes that muffled sound of the latest rap song coming out of
your dealer's vibrating phone. And this means that people are coming,
that people are here, that there will be people.
Yet people they somehow are not. A drug dealer's friends are usually
not so much people as caricatures, sent from the stoner gods to entertain your highly sensitized mind. First comes the guy that looks like he
could be your Uncle Paul if it weren't for his Mohawk and dark eyeliner.
He's talking in an indistinguishable accent-sometimes British, sometimes New York, sometimes just plain slurred-and everything he says
is the most interesting thing you've heard all day. This is the kind of guy
who always knows things, like where the nearest gas station is that
doesn't have a functioning security camera, and who invented the idea,
not the recipe, mind you, of Kraft Singles. He'll always go on to tell you
of that weird six months he spent in the Israeli army and why, ever since
he was in the twelfth grade, he swore never to eat a single piece of movie
theater popcorn.
He's also the one always to bring some girl along and hold her hand
and grope her ass. This chick is always weird. She's usually wearing all
black, some skinny pants, and silver chains from head to toe. She's got
a stud coming out of her upper lip that's surrounded by red, irritated
skin and some pus, but she'll soon explain that she just did that one earlier that night in her friend's bathroom as they got ready to go out. Then
she proceeds to take out her piercing kit and let you know that she'll
pierce anything for you, totally free, and she promises she's clean.
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You say no, thank you, and kind of turn your head to introduce
yourself to the third wheel that straggled in with the rest of them. He's
wearing an unbuttoned flannel shirt over a black Sonic Youth T-shirt,
and he damn near looks like he should be DJ-ing on a college radio station in 1995. He'll always have a really warm smile, regardless of how
dirty he may look with his few-days-old beard, and he almost gives you
some kind of comfort in this shiny, cold, nineteenth-floor apartment.
By the time all of you get acquainted, there's always the same strange
game being played or weird conspiracy theory being explored. You'll
always get to the point where you're really high and happy to be there.
You find yourself saying, multiple times, things like, "I wish I had a tape
recorder" or "Someone go get my freaking journal," because you want
to get all of this down, these ridiculous conversations about the etymology of the word bong that are as equally hilarious as they are mindexpanding. You pat your dealer on the back and thank him for the good
time, the good people, and like always, the good weed. Some time
between when you should have gone home and when the bus you take
to get home stops running, you get yourself together and start to leave.
You hug your newfound friends and it never seems weird, even though
you just met them, even though they are the kind of people you avoid
eye contact with on the street. You check your pockets for all of your
belongings-your phone, your lighter, and most importantly, your bag.
You ride down the elevator and walk past the doorman in the lobby,
wondering if he can smell anything on you, and wondering if he cares.
You ride the bus for what normally would be a twenty-minute ride of
monotony combined with slight fear but that now seems somewhat
calming as you find harmony between the turning of the wheels, the
blinking of the streetlights, and the sounds of the city streets as they fly
by beneath you. You finally make it home, into your apartment, into
your bed, stoned blissfully into a state that lulls you between asleep and
awake. You think about things like life, and the bigger picture, and how
at moments like these it's so easy to see the beauty of things. It's so easy
to see how everything works. For a brief moment, you feel like you
finally have the kind of camera that can capture everything that is perfect in this world in one snapshot, one all-consuming notion of why
you're here and why that matters. Even though the moment will pass
too quickly for you to remember any of the things you have just figured
out, you know that it's this moment that you live for, that it's this millisecond of clarity that you waste all those hazy hours finding.
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Eventually, you fall asleep. You sleep long and hard with a heavy
body that doesn't budge. In the morning, you'll wipe the crust from your
eyes, take a shower, and get ready for whatever you have to do that day.
Throughout the afternoon, you'll piece together the night before, gradually remembering different words that were said and things that were
done. By evening, you'll feel tired and groggy, like you haven't gotten a
good night's sleep in days. And you know what you'll do. You'll blame
it on your bad decisions. You'll blame it on your friends in eighth grade
who gave you your first joint. You'll look at yourself in the mirror and
declare that No, this is it. No more messing around.
But one day you'll find yourself back at your dealer's house. Maybe
it will be weeks later, maybe months later, maybe even longer. And when
you get there, it will always be the same shit.
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Vacation
Nadine Lynn Kenney

BEFORE

I

GET INTO TOO MUCH DETAIL, THE THING YOU NEED TO KNOW

about my mom is that she can NOT handle alcohol. She is petite and
muscular, with a body like Sandra Bullock, so she has pretty much no
tolerance anyway. She drinks maybe once or twice a year, and when she
does, she is like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. She turns from reserved, prim,
and proper to obnoxious, flirty, or mean. Like when she got drunk at her
company Christmas party and did a cartwheel on the dance floor while
wearing a skirt. Or when she pinched my boyfriend's butt at my college
graduation party last summer. Or when she called my Uncle Mike's exwife an anorexic, two-timing bitch at their wedding-granted she was
right on the money, and my uncle did catch his wife in the act with
another guy. But, needless to say, my mom just doesn't know how to act
when she has alcohol in her system.
So, back to the story. The four of us go to Tampa, Florida, for a long
weekend: me, my mom, my big Uncle Mike, and his six-year-old son
Joey. My smooth-talking salesman uncle has all these "comped" airline
tickets, and my mom hasn't been on vacation for like seven years, plus
I'm overworked and need some sun, so we all decide to go together.
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With that said, I meet my mom at Midway Airport after work on
Thursday afternoon only to find out that she is drunk. My dad pulls up
in their Cavalier to drop her off at the kiss 'n' fly. I'm standing there with
my luggage, and my mom basically falls out of the car. She looks so cute
in her baby blue lounging outfit, like a modern-day Jackie Onassiscotton ca pris on her toned legs, prim pearls in her ears, and her smooth,
brown hair at her shoulders. Except she has a delay in her movements
and a definite stagger going on as she tries to get her bag-on-wheels out
of the backseat. My dad gives me an "Oh, lordy" raise of the eyebrows
as he helps her with the bags.
"Good luck," he whispers to me and kisses my cheek. He is patient
for the most part, and funny too-he even looks a bit like David
Letterman. He's bald with wire-rimmed glasses, but he has a bit of a
belly-OK, he has a big belly. My mom, who is a personal trainer, hates
this and the fact that, because he is ten years older than she is, he doesn't
like to do adventurous things anymore. Like going on this trip. I think
of him as a laid-back, teddy-bear type, and I think his personality complements her high-strung craziness, but she doesn't really agree.
He kisses her, waves, says, "Have a safe trip, call me when you get
in," and drives away.
My mom grins at me widely when he is out of sight, says,
"Woohoo-we're on vacation," and pumps her free hand in the air as if
she is raising the roof.
"No, we're at the airport," I say. "Hopefully we'll make it to Florida
so we can actually be on vacation." My annoyance level, along with my
blood pressure, has skyrocketed times twelve all in a matter of minutes.
I hesitantly ask my mom, "Are you a little tipsy?" as I guide her
through the sliding doors into the airport. My past experiences with her
once-a-year drinking binges remind me that she is a very defensive
drinker. Her dad, my grandpa, was an alcoholic for most of his life. This
may have a little something to do with her body's response to alcohol.
She waves her hand at me as we drag our bags to the Southwest
Airlines check-in counter and says, "Oh, hush-I just had a wine cooler
or two."
I resist the urge to say, "or eight."
Although she is 41 and I am 22, I feel like I am dragging around a
five-year-old child. I have to link our arms together to make sure she
doesn't wander off to anything that catches her eye. Everything catches
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her eye-the people, what they're wearing, how much luggage they
have. We somehow make it through security (where my mom asks,
"Does it really look like I would conceal a weapon?") to the food court
where we are supposed to wait for my Uncle Mike and Joey. My mom
heads right to the airport bar. I roll my eyes, buy myself a beer, and we
sit down at a table next to the windows which look out at the runways.
I watch the planes take off into the sunset as she rambles on about every
item she has packed in her carry-on bag (in case her suitcase gets lost)
and runs through all the things we're going to do once we get to Florida
(in case I actually thought I was going to relax on this trip). Did I mention that she is extremely anal? I am done with about two ounces of my
beer when I notice that she has three sips left of her Sprite and vodka. I
push my beer away.
Joey spots us at the table and starts waving wildly, repeating, "We're
going on the plane! We're going on the plane!" He and my uncle get ready
to sit down at the table with us, when my uncle takes one look at my
glassy-eyed mom and says, "What the hell is wrong with you? Are you
drunk? Did you forget how retarded you act when you drink? Or do you
need me to remind you of what you did at my wedding?" He glares at her
before he storms off, dragging a confused Joey out of the food court and
zigzagging around people, completely pissed off. I laugh, though, because
my uncle is huge and bald and looks like a flabby version of Mr. Clean,
but he is carrying Joey's tiny, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle bag on his
back, so his trying to look pissed-off doesn't really work.
My mom shrugs him off, dribbles some of her cocktail down her
chin, says, "Fuck him, I'm gain to fuckin' Florida, baby!" and sticks up
her palm for me to high-five her.
I want to spew out sarcastic comments like, "Who high-fives anymore?" and "Please stop drinking, Drunky McGee," but instead I feel
really guilty.
I mean, my mom had me when she was nineteen, so she never really
got to go out to bars and be carefree the way I can now. Also, she's never
really done anything extravagant because we were always short on cash,
so now that she can actually afford to take time off work and go, this
vacation is huge for her. I want to be happy for her, I really do. I just can't
help but feel embarrassed. I check the time on my cell phone and am
grateful that it is almost time to board, so I can get her away from the bar.
"Hey, Ma, we have to get over to our gate. We'll be boarding soon."
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She turns away from the couple at the table next to us who are
playing footsie and sipping martinis, and looks over at me across the
table. She has a huge grin on her face.
"I'm really glad we're going on this trip together," she says, and she
reaches over to squeeze my forearm. The feeling is foreign and weird,
but nice. My mom is not really affectionate, so this is completely out of
character. I come to the conclusion that I should calm down. Maybe this
time with alcohol will be different and she will be pleasant instead of
mean. And maybe I can even get her to say more nice things to me while
she is all liquored up.
By the time we actually get on the plane, my little mom is pretty
buzzed and talking to every person in every aisle, including the gay male
flight attendant, whom she is hitting on. I sit next to the window and my
mom sits on the aisle. I like the view of the clouds, and she likes to
people watch, so my cousin Joey is forced to sit between us. My mom
has now become the Courtney Love of the plane-talking way too loud,
laughing about nothing. She has become the person that nobody wants
to sit by-so much so that her own brother, my Uncle Mike, snatches a
seat five rows away from us once he realizes that Joey is safe with me. I
give Joey about five pieces of gum to chew on so his ears will pop, and
we take off as he cranes his little blond head over me to look out the
window. About a minute goes by before my mom is reaching over Joey
and talking to me, pointing at her gossip magazine.
"Look, Jick and Nessica," giggle, "I mean, Nick and Jessica, are
splitting up."
Joey thinks that she is trying to be funny with her scrambled words
and laughs hysterically. He becomes a parrot and repeats everything she
says. "Jick and Nessica, Jick and Nessica." I pull a coloring book out of
his bag so he will color and be quiet, and I try to listen to my iPod. When
the stewardess comes twenty minutes later to take our drinks, my mom
orders her second Sprite and vodka of the day. After she empties the
vodka into her cup of Sprite and takes a sip, she tosses the empty vodka
minibottle at me to get my attention and says, "Fucking Finlandia
vodka. This stuff tastes like shit."
"This stuff tastes like shit. This stuff tastes like shit," Joey repeats,
smirking, because he knows that he has said a bad word. People start
turning and staring with bulging eyes at Joey, who is blond-haired and
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blue-eyed, like me. I hear the old, leather-faced lady in front of us say,
"When they have kids that young, they never teach 'em manners."
I want to shout, "This is not my kid. I don't know him or the drunk
woman next to him. I am here all by myself and not involved at all with
these dysfunctional people."
Instead I say, "Joey, do you want me to tell your dad what you just
said?" He shuts his mouth instantly.
My mom is oblivious to Joey's mimicking and cheers, "I'm going to
Florida, baby, woohoo ! " to no one in particular, for the fifth time since
we've gotten on the plane. It is hilarious and annoying how damned
excited she is about going to Tampa, Florida. It's as if someone has just
told her that she is going to the fucking moon. The same leather-faced
lady turns around and shushes her. My mom gives her the finger. I tell
Joey that today is Opposite Day and that he has to do the opposite of
whatever his aunt does. This works surprisingly well.
So, basically, my mom gets drunk and loud and talks to the guy
across the aisle from her while giggling like a giddy schoolgirl. He looks
to be about thirty, is wearing a bright Hawaiian button-down shirt with
flowers on it, and has obviously used self-tanner because the insides of
his orange hands are white. His repugnant cologne has been stinking up
the already-stale air for most of the flight, but he and my mom have
found something in common. They both like to drink.
The two-hour flight goes by quickly, and I am actually left in peace
with my headphones while Joey colors and she makes best friends with
Hawaiian-shirt guy. Finally, we land and are getting out of our seats,
gathering our things, when I get a good glimpse of my mom. She has
about five pairs of airline wings pinned to her blue tank top and she is
smiling widely, having her own party. I can't help but laugh at her, until
I hear her asking Hawaiian-shirt guy for his number. "We should meet
up for drinks in Tampa," my mom says to him.
I'm thinking-you've got to be fucking kidding me. Why don't you
just put a big, scarlet A on your forehead right now? I let her take his
number and make a mental note to steal it out of her bag later when she
is passed out. The flight attendants wave goodbye to my mom as we
leave, and they look relieved to see her go. She, however, thinks that they
are also her new best friends, so she hugs each of them as she leaves and
says how much she loves Southwest Airlines.
My Uncle Mike, who looks a little less pissed at my mom, meets up
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with us and we find our luggage without too much of a hassle. We also
find our rental car and my mom becomes the entertainment for the car
ride to the hotel. She tells Joey knock-knock jokes and pulls quarters
from his ears. Everyone is in a decent mood until we get to the Residence
Inn and find out that there is some dentists' convention going on and
that they overbooked the rooms, so all four of us have to share a single
room. Joey and my mom both throw fits, crossing their arms and
stamping their feet.
Despite my uncle's smooth talking and his threats, they can do
nothing for us, so we trudge up four floors to our teeny, tiny, cat-peesmelling room. There is a double bed, a love seat, and a cot-yes a cotbeing brought up, so, basically, we will be up each other's asses for the
next three days.
My mom and Joey examine the room like they have never been in a
hotel before, opening drawers and bouncing on the bed. My mom tries
to open the locked patio door but can't because it's obviously rocket science and Joey has to help her.
I try to empty my suitcase and put my stuff in a drawer but can't
because my uncle is putting his stuff away in the drawer above that, so
there is not enough room for the both of us.
My uncle bends down, pretending to put clothes in his drawer and
whispers to me, "Why don't you guys go out for a bite to eat? She's driving
me crazy."
I yell out to my mom who is on the tiny balcony with Joey, pointing
at the courtyard palm trees in amazement.
"Hey, Ma, you wanna grab something to eat?"
My uncle and Joey go to check out the pool as we get ready because
there is not enough space in the room for all of us to be standing
around. My mom changes into a flowing white skirt and reapplies her
makeup as I stand there, tapping my foot impatiently. She looks me up
and down as she applies lipstick and asks, "Are you gonna change?"
I want to be mad at her for implying that I look like shit, but when
I do a once-over of myself in the bathroom mirror, I realize that I do, in
fact, look like shit. I am wearing sweats and a T-shirt, and the bags
under my eyes make me look older than my mom. What the fuck is
wrong with me? Why does it seem like a chore to look nice and go to
dinner somewhere? I throw on a skirt for the heck of it and even a little
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mascara, laughing to myself that at ten o'clock at night, the only place
in Florida that might still be serving dinner is probably Hooters. Good
thing we're wearing our Sunday best.
As soon as we hail a cab and hop in, my mom turns to me and says,
"I'm not really hungry. Let's go out." She doesn't wait for me to answer
but practically climbs over the front seat to talk to the cabdriver.
"Are there places to go out around here?" she asks. She's so damned
excited she's like a kid using a new fake ID for the first time.
"Ybor City is the place to be 'round these parts," the cabbie says, all
twangy. He speeds us out of the ghost town of downtown Tampa to an
area just ten minutes away that is booming with people. It resembles
Bourbon Street and a college town all rolled into one. Drunk twentysomethings with drinks in their hands roam everywhere. The cabbie
pulls to the curb and comes to a stop in front of a long row of bars.
Dance music thumps out of the open doorways and onto the street.
"Well, ladies, this here is Ybor City, you ken even drink on the street
if you wanta," he says, and my mom beams.
"Are there any bars that are, um ... a little bit more laid back, where
I can take my mom?" I ask and he turns around in his seat to get a good
look at us. Everything about him is filthy-his yellow teeth, his pockmarked skin, his stained shirt.
"That's your ma? Holy shit, you two look like sisters," he says and
my mom is about to burst, she is smiling so wide. "You guys should go
to the Green Iguana. That place is real fun." He points to a bar down
the street hosting a giant neon green sign. We pay the cabbie and I take
a deep breath, praying that, for my mom's sake, the Green Iguana plays
soft jazz and serves watered-down girlie drinks.
I walk in first and see that the Green Iguana bar is everything I
hoped it wouldn't be. It actually looks like a lot of fun but is crawling
with opportunities for my mom to make a complete ass of herself in
front of a lot of people. It has two sections-one that looks like a
Margaritaville bar, complete with a stage and a Jimmy Buffet cover
band, while the other section is one big, open dance floor that vibrates
with techno music. In both sections the walls are neon green and boast
paintings of green iguanas. My mom loves it. She also loves the nonecked doorman who cards her.
"I'm actually her mom," she tells him, while pointing at me. She
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expects him to have some form of mild heart attack over the pure shock
that she could possibly be somebody's mother. He ignores her and takes
the next ID.
I drag my mom to the Margaritaville section because it is calmer and
I don't want her to be tempted to grind on guys my age, or any guys,
period. Luckily, there are a few open stools at the back end of the bar.
She is wide-eyed and excited as we sit, and she sings along to "It's
Five O'clock Somewhere."
I order a beer and she orders a Long Island iced tea, ignoring the
look that I give her. My look says, you will be on your ass after three
sips of that drink.
"Be careful, Ma, those things are strong," I say.
"Please stop talking to me like I'm a five-year-old. You don't have to
worry about me. I just want to have a little fun. I feel like you're babysitting me. Come on, we're on vacation," she says, and lifts her drink up to
cheers. I tap my beer bottle to her glass and tell myself to stop acting like
I am forty fucking years old. I hate that I worry about her so much.
The band plays "Cheeseburger in Paradise" and "Son of a Sailor"
and the bar gets more crowded, but it is actually kind of nice just sitting
there with my mom, singing along to the words. I start to feel like I am
actually on vacation. In between songs, she tells me stories about when
she was in high school-about how she snuck out to see REO
Speedwagon in concert, and about another time when she played bookie
and got caught. I listen and sip my beer, laughing at her stories. She
seems to be getting comfortable with telling me stuff, confiding in me.
We mostly reminisce about funny high-school stories, but when the last
set is over and the band clears the stage, my mom starts talking about
this random girl I went to junior high with.
"You remember Mr. Barton, Jenny's dad?" she asks and leans forward like we are gossiping fifth graders.
"Jenny from junior-high basketball?" I ask, thinking, where the hell
is this going?
"Yeah, you remember her dad, how good-looking he was?"
I shrug and take a sip of my beer. "Yeah, I guess, for a dad."
She starts talking in paused breaths, like she is trying to gather her
thoughts. Her words are louder now that the band has stopped playing,
and her voice becomes part of the incessant, conversational humming
that has taken over the bar.
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"Well, at one of the basketball games, when Jenny's mom wasn't
there and your dad was parking the car, he grabbed my ass before I sat
down on the bleachers. Grabbed my ass and winked at me. Can you
believe that? Whew-he was good-looking. But I never acted on it.
Never acted on it. There was too much to lose at that point. You were
too young. Could you imagine me trying to raise you and pay for your
college on my salary alone? I had too much to lose." She shakes her head
and stares at her Long Island, but she is still kind of smirking in this
creepy way, like she is imagining Mr. Barton grabbing her ass.
The past tense of her words scares the shit out of me. I want to sayyou HAVE too much to lose. HAVE too much to lose, still. Even worse,
she has made me feel guilty, somehow, like if I wasn't around, she would
have left my dad a long time ago. I have to wipe it out of my mind-the
blame. There is a crackle over the bar speakers and the techno that was
playing in the other section is now blasting in ours too. It seems to fastforward everyone, speeds their movements up a notch, and the calm
atmosphere is gone. The music crowds my thoughts and pushes them
away temporarily. My mom starts dancing in her seat.
"What kind of music is this?" she asks, swaying her upper half. Her
dance is all wrong, almost hippy-ish, too slow for the music. I now see
where I get my wonderful gift of rhythm.
"It's called techno. Got your glow sticks?" I ask, but she misses the
joke.
She orders another Long Island and looks at the swarm of people
buzzing around us as we are stationary in our seats. They are mostly my
age, and I catch her staring at a tall guy in a polo whom I checked out
earlier. Now she is checking out his ass. Gross. After a few glances and
a few sips, she takes out her cell phone and gets up to go to the bathroom with her phone in her hand.
"I'll be right back," she says.
I watch her walk unsteadily to the bathroom doors behind us. She
looks confused as to which one to go into. After she stares at the stick
figures for a minute, she decides on the one with the skirt. She comes out
fifteen minutes later with a huge grin on her face.
"This nice guy, Jim, who I met on the plane is gonna come and meet
us for a drink," she says, and climbs back onto the stool. She pulls out
her compact mirror and starts fixing her hair and reapplying lipstick
while I sit fuming. I know that she has to be talking about fucking
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Hawaiian-shirt guy who, once again, is maybe thirty and a total douche
bag. Regardless, he is another man, who my married mom has agreed to
have a drink with.
I purse my lips together and want to cry so bad, but I hold it in. I
know that my mom and dad are more friends than anything else and
that my mom is not attracted to him. This became completely clear
when my dad started sleeping on the basement couch. When he quit
smoking, he gained like fifty pounds, and ever since then they have
stopped showing each other any bit of affection. Well, my dad will try
to show her affection, but she'll push him away. But they still laugh and
talk like friends, and my dad would do anything for her. Anything. In
the winter, he brushes the snow off her car and goes out in the cold to
warm it up so it will be nice and toasty when she gets in. He tucks her
in every night because she likes the blankets just so. And he gets her theater tickets for their anniversary even though he hates plays.
And she is going to have a drink with fucking Hawaiian-shirt guy?
Are you kidding me? She snaps the mirror shut and sips at her drink, all
glassy-eyed and dreamy. I try to look her in the eye. I turn my body on
my stool, so that our knees are touching and we are facing each other.
She looks so young right now in her tank top and flowing skirt over her
lean body. The excitement in her eyes, though, makes her look even
younger. She doesn't look like my friends' moms-worn and aged-but
she also doesn't have the wise look that they have, either. She looks
na1ve. Gullible.
"Ma, I'm going to try to be nice, because I know that you're drunk,
but what are you doing?"
"What do you mean?" She won't let her eyes meet mine and she fidgets with her straw.
"I mean with this guy. With this stranger you met four hours ago.
Why are you inviting this guy for a drink?"
"Because he's nice." She is still playing the innocent act, staring at
her drink.
"Ma, you are married," I say.
She puts her drink down and finally looks at me. Her voice gets low.
It is the first time all night that she has not had that idiotic grin on her
face.
"I don't want to burst your bubble because you're young and I hope
that you do get happily married one day. But this 'marriage' that me and
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your dad have is bullshit. We don't even sleep in the same bed. I should
be attracted to my husband. I should want to be alone with my husband,
but I'm not and I don't. What we have is nothing more than an existence
under the same roof." She picks up her drink again as if that is the end
of the conversation, and her phone rings in her other hand. When she
answers, she is smiling, all teeth.
"Are you here?" She looks around towards the front of the bar and
waves. I get a glimpse of a brightly colored shirt up front and roll my
eyes.
"OK. Hi. Yes. I see you. That's me waving. OK, I'll come get you."
She gets off the stool.
"Jim is here," she says through her teeth like a ventriloquist, before
walking to meet him, "and you'd better be nice to him." I am in utter
shock. No, I am worse-I am enraged.
I pull a twenty out of my purse, leave it on the bar, and walk towards
the front door, pushing through sweaty, dancing bodies.
I reach my mom and Jim-who looks like an even bigger tool than
he did on the airplane-his Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned too low and his
chest hair sticking out. I can smell his cheap cologne all around us. As I
stand there, watching her hug him hello a little too tightly, I keep getting
bumped by the crowed. She points to me as if she is about to introduce
me to Jim.
"I'm leaving," I shout over the music, thinking this will stop her
somehow, that she'll come back to the hotel with me. Instead she waves
goodbye and takes Jim (who is bobbing his head, completely off beat)
by the hand, leading him to the stool I had been sitting on. It's as if she
has already forgotten that I exist.
The tears run down my cheeks before I can control them, and I have
one of those silent cries where there's no sound, just streams and streams
of tears. I stop at the front door of the bar and turn around. I push
myself into a crowd near the front and mix in among people so that my
mom can't see me, if she can see straight at all. I decide that I will give
her one last chance. Maybe if I watch long enough, I will see that they
are just talking. Maybe I'm overreacting. I peer over my shoulders and
bob my head up and down like a fucking lunatic, trying to stay hidden
and get a good view at the same time.
People are looking at me like I am crazy, but I don't care. My mom
and Jim are zoned in on each other, sitting even closer than she and I
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had. In fifteen minutes, she goes from the close talk, to the lean in, to the
kiss. And even though I want to blame it on fucking Jim, she is the one
who makes the move.
But that's not the worst part. The worst part of it all is the image
that burns a hole into my brain, the image of her smiling right before
she kisses him. It's a smile she has never had with my dad. It is a smile
of excitement and lust, of pure giddiness. And when Jim returns the kiss,
he puts his big hand on my mom's face to pull her in, and his giant fleshy
paw looks so out of place-so different from my dad's. It is monstrous,
and aggressive, and grimy. It is too forceful on her face, it is too needy.
Between her leaning in and him pulling her closer in this animalistic,
instinctual way, it's pretty fucking obvious where this is going.
All at once, her smile, his hand, the crowded bar, the blaring of the
techno, and the smell of sticky beer, it all caves in on me, and rings in
my ears, and stings in my nostrils, and burns a hole into my brain. I have
to get out of that fucking bar or else I will go crazy, or vomit, or both. I
push the drunkards out of my way, and it takes all the energy I have to
get to the door. As soon as I step out onto the street, the sticky humidity
hits me and I try not to suffocate. The lights and the music and the bars
seem to chase me. The twenty-somethings turn and stare as I run against
the human traffic in a mess of mascara. I seem to be the only one in this
town who is not enjoying themselves tonight.
I finally hail a cab and the driver must either see the bewilderment
on my face or is afraid I'm psychotic, because he lets me sob the whole
way to the hotel without asking me any questions.
As we drive, I stare out the window, trying to focus. I watch the palm
trees out of blurred eyes, and I decide that I hate this place. I hate Tampa,
Florida. I hate the suffocating heat, and the drunk people, and the hick
cabdrivers, and the ugly palm trees, and people named Jim who wear
Hawaiian shirts. I hate Tampa, Florida, and I will never come here again.
I
with
with
until
took

slip the key in the door and walk into the dark hotel room filled
my uncle's snores and Joey's deep breathing. I lie on the love seat
my clothes and shoes still on, and I think, and I think, and I think
the sun comes up. I think mostly about the opposite events that
place in the same night between two people who are supposed to

be married. I'm sure that my dad sat on the couch, maybe got some
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takeout, watched a movie, got his stuff ready for a normal Friday at the
office, and went to bed. All the while, my mom got drunk, didn't eat, got
more drunk, called a guy to come have drinks with her, and went back
to his hotel probably to ... to ... I fall asleep under the exhaustion of
trying to block the thought from my head.
My mom wakes everyone up when she stumbles in at eight o'clock
in the morning. I am the first one to see her as she comes through the
door and tries to walk past the love seat without a sound. She has her
shoes in her hands and her hair is all tangled. I know the look, I have
seen it on my friends after their one-night stands, the excited embarrassment of having done something bad.
My uncle pops up in bed, startled and disoriented. He sees my mom,
who has ignored me and is trying to tiptoe into the bathroom.
"Where were you at?" he asks, as if she will really admit to her
whereabouts. She stops like a deer in the headlights when she hears his
voice, and turns around. She looks like she wants to dive into the bathroom and take refuge.
Joey sits up next to my uncle in the bed and looks around with
sleepy eyes.
One look moves in a triangle, passing from my uncle, to my mom,
to me, and no one says a word. You can cut the tension with a knife.
Joey breaks the silence.
"Can I have some breakfast?" he asks.
"One second, little guy," my uncle says. My mom tries to make it into
the bathroom while he talks to Joey, but my uncle gets out of bed and
catches her arm before she can make it. In the cramped hotel room she
has nowhere else to go. She is caught between the bed and the bathroom.
"You just set a real good fucking example for your daughter," he
whispers loud enough for me to hear. "A real good example."
My mom stands there, bewildered, unmoving. I remain on the love
seat, staring at her with a look of absolute disgust.
My uncle turns back to Joey, smiling, and ruffles his hair.
"Hey bud, get your flip-flops on; we'll go downstairs and get some
continental breakfast."
Joey hops out of bed, completely unaware of the surrounding circumstances, and starts planning the day.
"We can get breakfast, and then we can go to the beach and get
seashells." He slips his shoes on as he talks, and they head out the door.
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I wait until I can't hear their voices or footsteps down the hall anymore,
and I turn to her again. She is just standing there, with her shoes still in
her hands, looking like a complete wreck.
I want to yell and push her. I want to beat the shit out of her and tell
her that I'm not going to tell my dad because it would break his fucking
heart but that I hope she rots with the guilt. I can't even cry anymore,
I'm so enraged. She remains silent, staring at me.
"That's it? You're not even going to say anything?" I yell, getting off
the couch.
She takes a deep breath and sits on the unmade bed, looking overwhelmed, like she could just fall asleep right there. I stand over her with
my hands on my hips and notice that I'm shaking a little. She gives me
this look full of bad news trying to be broken easily-it is the look she
gave me when my dog was run over by a car, it is the look she gave me
when my grandpa's liver failed, it is the look that means something or
someone is going to be taken out of my life.
"I'm not going back to Chicago," she says, looking at her hands, followed by, "at least not right away."
I look at the ceiling and link my hands behind my head, like I have
just run a marathon and need to catch my breath. In fact, that is what I
feel like.
"You're joking, right? This isn't really happening."
"Let me talk ..." She reaches out her hand. I pull away and point at
her.
"No. You let me talk. I never get to talk. I never tell you what's on
my mind. I always keep it to myself. But after this ... " I shake my head.
"After what you did, I'm gonna fucking talk." Her eyes follow me as I
pace back and forth along the length of the bed, like I am the parent
trying to think of a punishment for my bad teenage daughter.
"Did you ever even fucking think of me last night when you were
with that scumbag?"
"Jim."
"I don't want to hear his fucking name. Did you think of me? Or
Dad? What about Dad? Did you think of Dad? 'Cause I think the only
person you thought about last night was your fucking self." She pushes
herself off the bed and grabs both of my arms. We are nose to nose. And
I can smell ... that fucking cologne. I can smell his goddamned cologne
all over her. She finally stares right at me. I can see the red blood vessels
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around her brown eyes. She shakes when she talks. I can feel bits of spit
on my face as she growls her words at me.
"I have thought of everyone but myself for the last twenty-two
years. I have thought of you for the last twenty-two fucking years. I have
sacrificed my life, my happiness, so that you could live in a normal
household, with two parents. So don't you talk to me about being
selfish."
I feel my tears before I know they are falling. She lets go of my arms
and walks to her suitcase. She throws in the few items she unpacked last
night-a toothbrush, makeup-and zips up the bag.
"I need some time to myself," she says. "You're an adult now. You'll
be OK. I don't know when I'll be back or what I'm gonna do, but I need
to think of me for once," she says in a low voice. She slips her shoes on
and starts wheeling her bag to the door.
My body drops to the bed and I am convulsing in sobs.
"You'll be OK," she says without looking at me and slips out the
door. I don't chase her and I don't move. When Uncle Mike and Joey
come back from breakfast, I don't move. I can't speak when my uncle
asks where my mom went.
So now, when I stand at Midway Airport waiting for my dad to
come pick me up, I try to think what to tell him when he asks where my
mom is. And I try to think what I will tell my friends, and my grandma,
and anyone else who wonders where my mom has disappeared to. Do I
tell them the truth? Do I tell them this story? Or do I just say she's still
on vacation?
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The Morph
Michael James Allen

A.J. DRONER AWOKE FROM PSYCHEDEIJC DREAMS TO FIND HIMSELF TRANSFORMED
in his bed into a giant sloth. Du-u-u-u-u-ude! A.J. thought as he picked
up his head to look around the room. As his neck craned, he felt an
intense strain seize his entire body. It was as if he was exerting too much
energy-a sensation completely new to him-and his body couldn't
handle the pressure. A.J. felt his neck give out and his head fall back
limply onto the headboard of the bed with a wooden thud.
Fuckin' weak, broheim! A.J. thought, feeling extreme malaise course
through him and throb in his forehead like an overactive vein. Relaxing,
breathing deeply, he adjusted his rhythm so that when he moved his
head he did so very slowly. Casting his eyes downward he took in the
sight of his body, now covered in long, black, stringy fur, sliding softly
along his tie-dyed sheets. His limbs were tightly compacted and barely
moved. At the end of each were two long claws the color of flax. The
claws clicked together, sounding like wooden beads clacking together.
"I just need a bit of the ol' J," A.J. said aloud in a voice that droned,
with a muted undertone behind it like that of a rusty trombone. "That'll
bring me level."
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A.J. craned his neck to the side-with an abnormally long neck he
was able to do this without shifting his body at all, and he needed only
to focus on keeping things moving as slowly as possible. He scanned the
room, noting the tall, rectangular window, perpendicular to the bed,
which reached all the way to the ceiling. The window faced east, letting
sunlight flood the room in the early hours of the day. A.J. had spent
many mornings bemoaning this, until he finally got the gumption to do
something about it: after haphazardly duct-taping a thick brass rod to
the top of the window, A.]. hung dark, Bob Marley-themed curtains on
it. This effectively blocked the sun and left the room perpetually
shrouded in dull, gray shadows.
His eyes then fell on the shelf he kept on the parallel wall, right next
to his Boondock Saints poster. It held bongs in various shapes and sizes,
and a small coffee can covered with stickers reading "Legalize Hemp
Today!!!" On a normal day A.J. would have to get out of bed and walk
to the shelf to get his stash. This morning, however, he discovered that
his arms had grown longer and thinner, and that he wouldn't even have
to get out of bed. He stretched his long arms across the room and
emitted a high-pitched groan in the effort. As his claws scratched against
the coffee can, A.]. found it exceedingly difficult to grasp. He was
breathing heavily, burning up too much energy. A primitive growl rumbled from the back of his throat, and a spray of strange mucus erupted
from his snout-signs that A.J. Droner had given up his task. His arms
collapsed onto the shelf, which made the coffee can wobble, tilt, and fall
to the floor. He groaned again as the contents of the can tumbled out.
Bro! A.]. thought as he panted with exhaustion. I'm fuckin'
bummin' here, bro! I want to do a little smoke-a-toke before I go to
work and get yelled at by the Man. What a shit job I've got! Every single
day, nonstop, back-breaking labor. Fuck, dude, workin' at the Lady Foot
Locker is hard! There's just, like, so many shoes ...
A.J. found himself unconsciously chewing on his pillow, grinding it
between his hard, flat teeth. He moved his neck sideways with a sudden
jerk, trying to get the pillow out of his mouth. His head fell out of the
bed, hanging upside down. Oddly, A.J. felt a sudden comfort in this position. Awesome! he thought. All the blood is totally rushing to my head!
This euphoria soon passed, however, and his troubles returned. With
his head dangling, he glanced at a small alarm clock on a table next to
his bed. Eleven-thirty? In the morning? It's wa-a-a-a-ay too early! How
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am I supposed to concentrate when people make me get up at the crack
of noon and work all day? M y boss is a fuckin ' slave driver, man.
Stackin' shoes, sellin' shoes, stealin' shoes ... That's all I do at that
place, and only one of them do I fuckin ' enjoy. I tell you, I'd like to walk
right up to my boss and tell him, I quit, and tell him how many fuckin'
shoes I've stolen from him over the years. Man, he'd be so shocked he'd
probably fall right into the Adidas display! But y'know, I can't ... he's
the only dealer in the city. Where's my family gonna go to score weed if
the guy hates me for stealin' shoes?
Flopping his head back onto the bed, A.J. let out a deep sigh. Well,
if I'm up, I'm up. Might as well make the best of it. Weed heaven, here
I come! A.J. locked his gaze onto the marijuana now spread in thick little
clusters across his brown shag carpeting. He attempted to reach a
cluster, but he was far too tired and his elongated arm gave out from the
strain. His arm, as if suddenly possessed with a primal instinct all its
own, folded inwards, tucking itself into a deep skin pocket below his
armpit. A.J. tried reaching with his other arm but it, too, folded itself
inward with a sudden, violent spasm. In a final, desperate attempt, A.J.
tried to stretch his legs toward the pot cluster, but the legs, shorter and
thicker now, were of little use and soon curled inward as well.
A limbless ball of fur, A.J sat up on his bed only to find that he was
chewing on his pillow again. Spitting it out, he started to rock back and
forth, letting gravity do all the work, until he gained enough momentum
to roll off the bed and collapse onto the floor with a wheeze. He took a
moment to compose himself, softly combing his claws through the fur
that coated his stomach. As he did so, he heard a soft knock at his door,
quiet but demanding, before a voice called out, "Arthur-Jerome Droner,
the planets wish for you to get up. The cards are telling me that if you
don't, you'll be late for work."
A.J. would recognize that cloudy, twirpy voice anywhere; it belonged
to his mother, who despised being called Mother and only answered to
the name Moon Spirit. She was an astrologer, so she was always up
before the sun rose, in order to study the stars. No doubt she had been
awake and heard the dull thud of A.J.'s plummet from the bed. Now she
stood behind his (thankfully) locked door, badgering him to wake up in
the most aggressive way possible for a pacifist.
"I'm totally awake!" A.J. responded, but was taken aback at the
realization that his voice, while still retaining its lazy drawl, no longer
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had any human quality. It sounded, instead, like a mixture between an
old man gargling and a bag full of doorknobs falling down a stone well.
A. J. could sense Moon Spirit hesitating outside his door, wanting to
say something more. A.J. sat dreading what she would say, but after a
moment she trudged off down the hallway, calling back as she went,
"There's soy pancakes in the kitchen if you're hungry."
A.J. heaved a sigh of relief and turned his attention back to the pot
clusters. Shuffling his body back and forth on the carpet, shifting back
and forth what little fat was hidden beneath his fur, he managed to move
closer to his stash. His arms were still useless, but he managed to slide
his snout close to one of the clusters and breathe in its earthy aroma.
That's what I'm talkin' about! A.J. thought, as he craned his neck,
searching for any loose rolling papers in close proximity. As it so happened, a few had drifted from the shelf to the floor when the coffee can
fell. Pushing his neck out and sliding his head along the floor, A.J. moved
toward one of the papers. Then, opening his mouth with a groan, he
plucked one up using his long, sinewy tongue. His tongue now sticking
out and hanging to the floor, A.J. moved his head back to the cluster and
began to roll himself a joint. It was a slow, laborious process, using only
his tongue and snout to pack in the marijuana-but in A.J.'s many years
of drug use this was hardly the first time he had to be creative in trying
to smoke, so gradually the joint started to take shape.
Halfway through the process, A.J. heard more knocking at his door.
From its forceful quality, he suspected that his sister, Bippie, was at the
door, and her brash voice soon confirmed this: "A.J.! Hey! Stoner-Boy!
Wake the fuck up! I'm out of weed and I need some of yours." A.J. rolled
his hollow brown eyes and remained silent. If he wasn't going to open
the door for his Moon Spirit, he sure as hell wasn't going to do it for
Bippie.
The silence obviously angered Bippie, for A.J. heard her charge
down the hallway, heading, no doubt, toward the kitchen. A.J. could
hear her muffled voice echo through the entire house. "Daddy! A.J. is
bein' a big, floppy dick! He won't wake up, and he won't share any of
his weed! Tell him to share! "
A.J. knew that his father, mellow and part-deaf from attending so many
Grateful Dead concerts in the 60s, would attempt to be a peacemaker, and
this meant he would soon be knocking on A.J.'s door as well. Sure enough,
he could soon hear multiple footsteps clomping down the hallway.
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"Son-o-mine?" his father asked as he rapped on the door. "I know
you don't like to share your pot, but as the Mystics used to say, 'What's
yours is mine, and what's mine is yours.' Bippie is out of weed and, to
be completely truthful, your Moon Spirit and I are running low ourselves. We'll, of course, pay you back when you get some more from
your boss. That goes without saying, my son. So why don't you open
your door and we'll all smile and smoke together. Family bonding! What
do you say?"
"Gimme half a mo'!" A.J. cried in that horrifying clamor that was
now his voice. He was desperately trying to finish his task, convinced
that if he could only smoke this one joint all his problems would disappear: he wouldn't have to worry about his job, or his boss, or his
family's pot supply, or most importantly, the terrible transformation that
had seized him in the night. Outside the door, he could hear his family
whispering amongst themselves, and although he couldn't make out
what they were saying, he understood it was all about him.
A.J. let a couple of sticky drops of saliva roll down the curve of his
tongue, sealing the joint. Retracting his tongue, he brought the joint to
what should have been his lips but was really nothing more than a furry
muzzle. Dude, where's my lighter?
A.J. thought as he trundled about the room, shifting his weight so
hastily that he almost tipped himself onto his back. He finally found a
small Zippo lighter tucked away under his bed. Stretching out his arms
(functional again), he balanced the lighter between his claws. Bringing
the Zippo up to the joint, A.J. tried to flip it open, but as he did so the
Zippo slipped from between his claws and tumbled to the floor.
Meanwhile, in the hallway, each member of the family tried their best to
coax A.J. to open the door.
"Let's all take a chill pill and open the door ... together," his father
gently whispered.
"If you want your planets all unaligned then, by all means, leave the
door shut," his Moon Spirit said.
"Open the fucking door, pothead!" was Bippie's simple statement.
A.J repeatedly tried to open the Zippo, but each attempt failed. He
let out a frustrated growl from the back of his throat. This is officially,
like, the totally weakest day ever, he thought. Just, like, totally, man.
Fuckin' toe-tah-lee! How could this get any worse?
As if on cue, the doorbell rang. Moon Spirit went to answer the
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door, and A.J. listened intently to make out the distant conversation.
"Yo, ma'am, what's happenin'? Is your son home?" a young, male voice
asked. "I'm Kevin, but my peeps call me Big Kev."
A.J. winced when he heard the name. Big Kev was the assistant manager of the Lady Foot Locker, as well as the boss's unofficial delivery
boy. A visit from Big Kev meant a major delivery of fresh marijuana,
straight from the boss's secret stash. Normally, A.J. would be delighted
by this news, but in his current condition the last thing he needed was
another person pounding at the door. A.J. shook his head and tried to
place all his concentration back on the Zippo.
In the hallway, everyone had gathered around A.J.'s door, staring at
it and looking perplexed, as if door-technology was strange and
unknown to them. "He's in there," Moon Spirit said. "He refuses to
come out. He may be sick. I think he's completely out of alignment. But
perhaps if you spoke to him, Mr. Big Kev, he'd open the door."
Big Kev approached the door and gave it a hard, single knock. "Yo!"
he called through the door. "Yo-0-0-0-0! A.J! What's happenin'? Open
the door, dude."
A.J. gave no response, as he was making headway with the Zippo
and didn't want to interrupt the process. His silence annoyed Big Kev,
who gave the door another, irritated knock. "A.J.! What the hell, bro?
Open the door! I got to talk to you about something, and I'd like to do
it in there."
A.J was silent, but Big Kev's words were of interest to the rest of the
family. "Tell me," A.J.'s father said with a flicker of hope in his voice.
"You aren't, by chance, making a delivery, are you?"
"That's what I've got to talk to your son about," Big Kev responded.
"A.J., open the damn door!"
A.]. was aware of the conversation taking place in the hall, and felt
as though it required a response. He had, however, just managed to open
the Zippo with a flick of his snout, and the joint in his mouth took
precedence over everything else. Moving his arms as slowly as he could
to keep the Zippo balanced and to keep from overexerting himself, he
moved the flickering flame towards his face.
"All right, have it your way, broselvitch!" Big Kev angrily shouted
from the other side of the door, and the tone of his voice made A.J. stop
his movement. "I didn't want to do this in front of your fam, but you
leave me no other choice. The boss has got it out for you. He's got, like,
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hours of security camera footage of you screwin' around in the store:
sleeping in the back room, eating Cheetos while talking to customers,
humping the cardboard cutouts in the tennis-shoe display. But the thing
he's uber-pissed about is that you've been stealin' shoes! That's not cool,
man. People at the Foot Locker gotta make a living, you know. So he
told me, he said, 'Big Kev, man, that's it. A.J. is totally cut off.' He's not
gonna deal to you anymore, not you or anyone in your family. Cut off!
No more pot for you!"
The words "no more pot for you" were enough to scare a response
out of A.J. The Zippo still clutched between his claws, he leaned backwards until all of his weight shifted onto his hind legs. Digging his hind
claws deep into the carpet for balance, A.J. was able to waddle slowly
on two legs towards the door. He clumsily arrived at the door and,
leaning forward, fell against it. As he did so, he began to ramble,
speaking through the door, trying to reason with Big Kev. "Listen, dude,
it's not that bad. Sure I slack off now and then, but come on! Who
doesn't hump a cardboard cutout every now and then? You know? If
you check it out, you'll find I'm a fairly, kinda, sorta hard worker there,
and the boss should know that. So see, everything's totally cool. No
reason to cut me or the family off! Yeah?"
In his panic, A.J. had completely forgotten about his voice, and what
seemed to him to be perfect English (albeit laced with plenty of stoner
lingo) sounded like an absolute cacophony to everyone in the hallway.
"Du-u-u-ude!" Big Kev screamed. "Did you hear that? It sounded like a
whale farting or something!"
"He's very, very unaligned," Moon Spirit responded sadly.
A.J. sat in his room, leaning against the door, feeling utterly helpless.
As he did so, he remembered the joint still wedged between his muzzle,
and he decided that it was the only solution. If he could just take even
the smallest of tokes, he could level himself out and everything would be
fine. Suddenly, his words would make sense, and he'd be able to explain
everything to the anxious group in the hallway. He could reason with
Big Kev, everything would be fine, and they'd all retire to the kitchen to
smoke a big bowl and giggle about the morning's events.
A.J. tilted his neck down and gave the Zippo another flick with his
snout. It swung open and a small orange flame burst forth. Moving
slowly again, A.J. tried to bring the Zippo up to the joint, but his arms
just wouldn't bend right, shifting the Zippo too far to the right or left,
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always m1ssmg its target. A.J. became increasingly frustrated, which
elicited a throaty moan and caused him to lose focus. He made one final
attempt, thrusting his arms violently towards his head. The Zippo
missed the joint completely and bumped into one of A.J.'s drooping ears,
tumbling out of his grasp. Still open, the lighter fell down A.J.'s body and
tangled in his hair. "Aw . .. bummer . .. " he thought, as small plumes of
smoke erupted from the sizzling hair.
As a small fire spread along A.J.'s body, he began to rock hard
against the door, trying to shake the Zippo off. He was at an odd angle,
however, and discovered that his new body was incredibly inflexible.
The only direction he could move was toward the door. Madly flinging
his claws at the doorknob, A.J. scratched at it until he made it turn.
"Why does the hallway smell like a burning St. Bernard?" Bippie
asked, but Big Kev quickly shushed her and pointed to the door. "Look!
The doorknob's moving! A.J.'s comin' out!"
The group turned expectantly towards the door, all preparing for the
worst. Even the most nightmarish of their expectations, however, could
not have prepared them for what they saw: the door had barreled open
and a giant, flaming sloth collapsed on the floor in front of them. It
rolled around in a panic trying to snuff the fire out, and bellowed noises
that sounded like fifty wrenches stuck in a blender. Moon Spirit
screamed, while Big Kev exclaimed, "Holy shit times ten!" Bippie and
her father merely stared in shocked silence, their jaws hanging toward
the floor.
All the while, A.J. was trying to speak to them. "I'm totally cool,
man, I'm totally cool!" he kept shouting as he rolled along the floor. This
constant movement was quickly tiring him out, but he needed to put the
fire out and he needed everyone to understand that the situation was
under control. Having extinguished the last of the flames, A.J. tried to
stand on his hind legs but could only lift himself halfway up. In this
position he resembled a hunchback, and based on the looks of the
people around him, this might well have been the case.
A.J. lurched toward the group, trying calmly to explain the situation.
"As you can see, I had a bit of a mishap. It sucks, I know, but this sort
of thing happens. You always run a little risk when you're rockin' the
ganj. But don't worry. As you can see, I'm perfectly fine in every way."
With each step A.J. took toward them, the group took a step back;
with each movement of his arms, the group mirrored the gesture defen-
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sively. Every time A.J. let forth a sound, the group would erupt in a series
of "Ah!" noises, like a bunch of tourists on a roller coaster. They continued this routine for an extensive period of time, A.J. moving and the
group responding in kind, until A.J. had finally had enough. Look, he
thought, I've just got to go up to Big Kev and lay it all out for him.
That's all I gots to do.
Making a special effort to stand up straight, A.J. started to make his
move towards Big Kev. The group immediately exiled him from their
ranks and he stood alone, his back pressed tightly against the wall of the
hallway. A.J. moved very close to Big Kev and tilted his melon-shaped
head upward so that they were looking into each other's eyes. "You're
my bro, bro," he said softly. "So I know you'll do the right thing and tell
the boss-man not to cut me off. Right?"
Unfortunately, all Big Kev could hear was a noise that sounded like
a piece of cheese caught in a lawnmower, and it scared him to no end.
Big Kev let out a high-pitched shriek and grabbed blindly at the wall
behind him, trying to find anything that he could use to defend himself.
His hands latched onto a picture-a framed watercolor of an elk
drinking water from a stream-so he ripped it off the wall and began to
hit A.J. over the head with it.
Bippie grabbed a mango-scented candle off a small, nearby table and
also began to join in the beating. Big Kev slammed the watercolor on
A.J.'s head four more times before dropping it and scrambling for the
front door. "No way am I high enough for this kind of shit!" he
screamed and was gone.
Big Kev's exit depressed A.J. greatly, and being beaten with a mangoscented candle was starting to get on his nerves. He batted a claw threateningly at Bippie, causing her to scream and rejoin the group. Fuck this,
A.J. thought, trying to wipe his mind clear of everything that had just
happened. I'm gain' back to bed.
As he slowly crawled back towards his bedroom door, his family
uniformly tiptoed behind him, trying to flush him back into his room,
unaware that that was already his destination. Every couple of seconds,
Bippie would scream maniacally and jab at A.J. with the mango-scented
candle, always hitting the same spot. With each strike, A.J. would feel a
hollow ache throb throughout his entire body, and he would respond by
picking up his pace slightly. Jesus, dude, A.J. thought as he inched closer
and closer to his door. What the hell is her prob, Bob?
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A.J. finally found himself at the entrance to his room. The family's
patience was completely exhausted, and they charged forward like a
demented football team and knocked into A.J. Picking him up with their
collective force they heaved him into his bedroom. He landed on the
bed, his head slamming once again into the headboard, and he lay there,
exhausted, not daring to move. Behind him, the door slammed conclusively.
A.J awoke suddenly from his heavy slumber to discover himself
upside down. His eyes, much weaker now than they had once been, took
several moments to adjust to the darkened room. Once they had focused
properly, A.J. realized that he was staring down at the room from an elevated location. He felt his arms arched above his head, and glancing
upward he realized that he was hanging from the brass rod attached to
the top of his window. The Bob Marley curtains lay in a wrinkled heap
on the floor below the window, tattered and torn. It was clear to A.J. that
at some point during his deep slumber, his body had instinctually moved
itself into a comfortable hanging position, knocking the curtains down in
the process. And it was true: A.J. felt most at ease hanging on the pole,
swinging slightly, his head bobbing slightly from the gravity. It was the
most comfortable he had been since the whole debacle had started.
It didn't take A.J. long to discover a new addition to his room as
well. Located below the window, just below where he now hung, was a
fairly large potted tree. The tree's thick trunk jutted upward towards the
ceiling and, from it, a flourishing supply of dark green leaves sprang
forth. Staring at the leaves, A.J. felt a rumble emanating from inside him
and his stomach began to ache with desire. Oh, baby! A.J. thought to
himself. It's the munchies, man!
He carefully removed one of his arms from the brass rod, trying
hard not to shake his body for fear of coming loose and plummeting to
the floor. To his surprise, his remaining limbs were adept at gripping the
rod, and he remained firmly secured. His free arm moved easily and
stretched down below him, and he used it to stab at the tree with hungry
abandon. He managed to spear several leaves on his claws and brought
them slowly to his mouth, contorting his tongue into a rough funnel
shape and siphoning the leaves in. The gritty, veiny texture of the leaves
felt satisfying on his tongue, and A.J. chewed them slowly, moving his
cowlike mouth from side to side, savoring each bite.
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When this was finished, A.J. repeated the process. He spent the
better part of the night doing this, performing the routine like clockwork. His movements became mechanical and he did them at a deliberately slow pace to keep from wearing himself out. It was long and
tedious, and yet A.J. found himself strangely at peace. He had spent
many nights getting high and mindlessly filling his mouth with food, but
this was the first in a long time that he was actually enjoying it.
Time passed by in fitful waves, but A.J. paid it no mind. It became
meaningless to him. Whether the sun was rising or falling, whether the
room was bright or dark, he ignored it. After a momentary power
outage, the alarm clock next to his bed reset itself, blinking" 12:00" over
and over again, and this became the only time that mattered to A.J. To
him, it was always Blinking Twelves, the perfect time of day to do
nothing but ha-a-a-a-a-ang.
He spent the majority of his days hanging upside down from the
brass rod, tranquilly indifferent to his surroundings. Only two things
really mattered to A.J., eating and sleeping, and he did them both obsessively. If he wasn't blindly swiping his arm at the tree, then he wasn't
moving at all, his eyes shut tightly as he fell into a deep, comatose
slumber. Whenever a rare burst of energy hit him, he would swing from
the brass rod to the tree and back again, vaulting between the two as
though they were monkey bars. These exercises never lasted that longa few minutes at the most-and he would soon be back on the rod,
upside down, recuperating from so much energy lost.
Life was simple for A.J., and he loved every minute of it. Most of his
time was spent in a state between conscious and unconscious, focused
on nothing in particular, and his daily activities felt like nothing more
than a very vivid, very repetitive dream. It was, in short, everything to
which A.J. had ever aspired.
On the other side of the door, things were not nearly as peaceful. The
family, with the high-strung exception of Bippie, had always been a calm
and serene bundle of potential energy. A daily diet of marijuana, as provided by A.J., had enabled his father and Moon Spirit to exist in the shady
area between reality and fantasy. Their problems, if they had any, were
never anything a quick smoke couldn't solve, and their feelings of joy had
always gone hand in hand with the false euphoria they were inhaling.
Now, however, their lives had fallen into turmoil. Big Kev's threat
had rung true, their dealings with his boss had been cut off, and it didn't
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take long for the family's stash to run dry. For the first time in a long
time, the Droner family was emerging from their hazy, pot-clouded life,
and reality was proving too much for them to bear.
The family had to fend for themselves now. Taking to the streets,
they started a desperate search for weed. Bippie combed the alleyways,
looking for dark, creepy figures who loomed in the shadows ready to
make a deal. Moon Spirit would frequent bars and clubs, hoping to
walk into the restrooms and catch someone huddled in a toilet stall with
a pipe and a dime bag. Every day, A.J's father would visit a random
doctor's office complaining of terrible glaucoma and begging for a medical-marijuana prescription.
All these attempts proved fruitless, and the effort (combined with
the lack of drugs) caused the once blissfully unaware family to become
cranky and agitated. Bippie and Moon Spirit became surly, and passiveaggressively took their pain out on A.J. by refusing to enter his room or
acknowledge his existence. A.J.'s father was a bit more sympathetic to
A.J.'s plight. He became his son's unofficial caretaker, and made sure to
drag a new tree into A.J.'s room whenever leaves on the old one became
scarce. For the most part, he ignored his father's presence in his room,
but on some occasions, when he was feeling particularly energetic, he
would snort and wave his claws in his father's direction. This movement
terrified A.J's father and would send him scuttling out of the room as
quick as possible.
The uneasy routine of life continued for A.J. and his downtrodden
family without much note until, one day, A.J. awoke from one of his
many deep sleeps, startled by a loud conversation taking place right outside his door. "I know the guy," he overheard Bippie shouting energetically. "He'll give us three ounces for the entire collection!"
"But those are A.J.'s," his Moon Spirit said.
"Have you seen A.J. lately?" Bippie sharply demanded. "He's
nothing more than a hairy turd hanging from a window. All he does is
sleep and eat from the trees Daddy keeps giving him. It's not fair! If he
gets leaves, why can't we?"
"But Bippie," A.J. heard his father chime in, "we can't take those
out. They are all that's left in this world that makes A.J. who he is."
"And who exactly is that?" Bippie retorted. "Now come on, it's the
only alternative we've got."
And on those words, A.J. heard his door slowly crack open, soon
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followed by the sounds of shuffling feet. Tilting his head toward the
door slightly, A.J. opened his eyes and squinted, trying hard to see
through his sleep to what the family was doing. From A.J.'s perspective,
three blobs of color were gathered around his wall, staring at something
A.J. could not make out. As his eyesight slowly became sharper, the subject of his family's interest fell into focus. They were rubbing their hands
lustfully and staring at his bong collection, which sat on the shelf covered in heavy layers of dust. Bippie's words rang through A.J.'s head"He'll give us three ounces for the whole collection"-and her plan
became clear to him.
A sudden anger arose in A.J. that shocked him. It had been a long
time since he had been roused to feel anything other than a desire for
sleep or food, but as he watched his family covet the bong collection, at
one time his most treasured possession, A.]. was sharply reminded of his
humanity-specifically, the materialistic parts. What the fuck? he
thought. Those are my bongs. This is my room. This is my me ...
As his family gathered up the bongs, A.J. began to swing his pendulous, black body back and forth on the brass rod. Using his curved claws
as an axis, he picked up momentum until, finally, he released his grip
from the rod and flew toward the potted tree, where he dug his claws
deeply into the bark and used his remaining forward motion to swing
around the front of the tree, like the renegade hands of a clock. Then,
giving his claws a quick shake, A.J. was pulled loose from the tree and
flew toward the family. He landed on the back of his Moon Spirit and
emitted a noise that sounded like an ostrich having three-way sex with
a hippopotamus and a vacuum cleaner. His Moon Spirit dropped the
bong held under her arm and let out a deafening shriek. "He's bloodthirsty for bongs!" she screamed, and began hopping up and down in a
panicked attempt to shake A.J. off. Spinning around, Moon Spirit lost
her balance and fell backward into the hallway, landing on top of A.J.
with a thud. She rolled off him quickly and hopped up, desperately
choking back tears. "He's just so hairy!" she moaned and, emitting a soft
whimper, she fainted, collapsing to the floor.
A.J., meanwhile, was panting deeply on the floor. His exhausting
flight from the brass rod had proven too costly, and his quick journey of
humanity once again gave way to the overwhelming desire for sleep. As
he lay huddled on the ground, Bippie and his father, their arms filled
with bongs, leapt over him into the hallway, blocking him from the rest
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of the house. "He's gone rogue!" Bippie shouted.
"Really? What should we do?" A.J.'s father asked in a state of shock.
Bippie desperately scanned the hallways for something to use as a
weapon. There were no mango-scented candles this time, so she decided
to use what she had in hand. Wielding a bong made to look like the
body of Marilyn Monroe, Bippie threw it at A.J. It missed completely
and smashed into the door behind him. Bippie snatched up another
bong (this one deep red in color, with the words "It's a good day for
doing absolutely nothing" printed on it) and threw it at A.J. This time
the bong hit him in the leg before rolling off into a nearby corner.
Oh, shit! Oh, shit! Oh, shit! A.J. thought as he scrambled back
toward the safety of his room. He was completely drained of energy. His
legs began to stiffen and fold toward his body as they had done so many
months before, so A.J. relied on shifting his body weight against the
floor, slowly inching his way toward the door with each shuffle. As he
did so, Bippie followed behind him, maniacally throwing bongs left and
right. With a crash, a High Times magazine commemorative bong shattered against the wall into a hundred tiny pieces of glass. With a flashy
bang, a plastic, silver, futuristic-looking bong (which A.J. had named
"Bong to the Future") smacked against his head. As he slowly crawled
along the floor, A.J. wrapped his arms around his head to shield himself
from any more bong injuries.
Just as A.J. reached the door, Bippie threw a final bong at him.
Shaped like a skull and made of very thick glass, it careened into the
claws that now wrapped A.J.'s head, and the force was enough to shatter
them into splinters.
A.J. emitted a howl that sounded like a car crashing into a giant
bowl of soup and made a maddened leap into his room. He collapsed
onto the floor, clutching his broken claws and licking them soothingly
with his tongue, as the door behind him slammed harshly.
With his front claws now ruined, A.J. could no longer hang from the
brass rod without causing himself intense pain. Instead, he spent most
of the time lying on his bedroom floor, his arms and legs sticking rigidly
into the air, a pale imitation of his former position. He would stay that
way for days at a time, unmoving except for his soft, shallow breathing
that vibrated through his body. Every couple of days, A.J. would smash
one of his arms against the potted tree, making a few loose leaves flutter
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down into his open, waiting mouth. He was, decidedly, just as inactive as he
had been before, but while he had once felt tranquil, he now only felt sad.
On the other side of the door, the family still suffered. Bippie had
destroyed most of the bongs while driving A.J. back into his room, and
her marijuana deal had fallen through, leaving the family more sullen
than ever. They resorted to allowing a few of A.J.'s father's old hippie
friends, in from out of town to attend a Jerry Garcia memorial concert,
to stay with them. There were three of these men, clad in tie-dyed headbands and brown suede jackets covered in frills, sporting long, interwoven beards that were gray everywhere but around the mouth. These
men had their own plentiful stash of pot, and at least one of the three
was always smoking from it throughout the day. They refused to give
any away, but the fumes they emitted were enough to remind the family,
faintly, of happier times.
Following the "attack" (as Bippie had put it), A.J.'s family had been
extremely aggressive toward him. This changed one day, however, when
the remnants of A.J.'s claws were discovered. These jagged little pieces
of cuticle embedded in the hallway carpeting reminded the family of
A.J.'s vulnerability, that he was, in fact, A.J., and was always going to
be-just a little hairier.
The family, particularly A.J.'s father, was moved to pity and took to
leaving the door of A.J.'s bedroom open a crack in the later hours of the
night. With this done, A.J. could faintly hear conversation emanating
from other areas of the house. From the living room, he could hear the
three hippies arguing with one another about the best way to pack a
bowl. From the kitchen, he could hear Bippie and his Moon Spirit
breathing deeply and erratically as they tried to suck in the pot fumes
that were flowing in from the living room. From his father's room,
where his father was sitting quietly and listening, A.J. could hear the
Grateful Dead's Greatest Hits record.
The music flowed from the record player into A.J.'s ears. Now he's
gone, warbled the lyrics. Now he's gone, Lord he's gone, he's gone. Like
a steam locomotive rollin' down the track, he's gone, gone, nothin's
gonna bring him back.
As the guitar riffs of the Grateful Dead washed over him, A.]. felt
both profoundly moved and profoundly sad. Standing up for the first
time in months, A.J. began to walk toward his bed. The journey, a few
feet at most, took A.J. an extremely long time, for, by this point, his
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limbs had trouble responding to what he asked of them. Creaking and
cracking the whole way, his legs finally gave out just as he reached the
bed. He used one arm to pull himself halfway under the bed until the
arm gave out. A.J. raised his other arm up feebly to the underbelly of
his mattress and, using the jagged edge of one of his broken claws, tore
a deep opening into it. As he did so, a bunch of little baggies fell out
onto the floor around him. "My super, super, su-u-u-u-u-u-uper secret
stash," A.J. thought vaguely. He used his good arm to gather the
Baggies of hemp into a small pile and push them out from under the
bed. Then, with what little strength he had left, he hobbled to the
center of the room and collapsed onto his belly. He closed his eyes and
emitted a soft moan that sounded exactly as it should have sounded.
A.J. Droner's dying thought was this: "He's gone."
Early the next morning, A.J's father entered the room to change
the potted tree and silently observed the scene before him. A.J. lay on
the floor, lifeless, a cluster of Baggies around him. His father nodded
sadly and then picked up all the little Baggies, exited the room, and
locked the door behind him on the way out.
A.J.'s father's first order of business was to immediately throw the
three hippies out. "Freeloading fucks!" he shouted in an uncharacteristically aggressive voice. "Why don't you try sharing sometime?" He
threw them out, one after another, onto the street. All three were high
and unsure as to what was going on around them, so when they hit the
pavement they all just lay there, groaning and frozen in whatever
twisted position they had landed.
A.J's father entered the house and made his way into the kitchen
where Bippie and Moon Spirit were just starting to cook a hearty
breakfast of soy bacon. Standing quietly in front of them both, A.J.'s
father laid out the Baggies, one by one, on the kitchen table. Moon
Spirit's eyes immediately began to shine, and Bippie started to leap up
and down with joy. The family came together and hugged tightly, a liberating hug that washed away every ounce of negativity that had surfaced in the past months.
Once things had calmed down a tad, the soy bacon was thrown
into the garbage and the family all politely sat down at the kitchen
table. Moon Spirit opened one of the Baggies and sniffed in its tangy
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aroma, causing a euphoric smile to cross her face. She handed the
Baggie to A.J.'s father, who pulled a small box of rolling papers from
his pocket and began to roll a joint. "It's been a long while," he said,
"since we've been able to do anything. We've been cooped up here with
very little to do. So I think it's time we take ourselves for a little trip."
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How to Tell a True Dope Story
Mary Bowman

IN ANY DOPE STORY, BUT ESPECIALLY A TRUE ONE, IT'S DIFFICULT TO SEPARATE

what happened from what seemed to happen. What seems to happen
becomes its own happening and has to be told that way. The angles of
vision are skewed. When a trigger is pulled, you close your eyes and shut
down and float outside yourself. When a girl dies, like Penny Sugar, you
look away and then look back for a moment and then look away again.
The pictures get jumbled; you tend to miss a lot, and then afterward,
when you go to tell about it, there is always that surreal seemingness
that makes the story seem untrue, but that in fact represents the hard
and exact truth as it seemed.
This one does it for me. I've told it before-many times, many versions-but here's what actually happened.
We nestled down into the living room in the farmhouse and stayed
stuck there. One night, Penny Sugar injected a large dose of heroin, then
shot and killed herself. She was warm in front of the fire with Alex, nodding, and then she was dead. The night outside was still; the ambulance
didn't hurry.
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Later, as Chicago melted into spring and then sweet summer, Alex
moved into the basement apartment with the rest of the haggard dopefiend family. How any of them survived down there I don't know-one
working outlet in the whole damn place and maybe two small windows-but that's the only place he could conceive of living, if you can
call it that. The lightless fridge was a mess of Styrofoam containers, a
half-empty bottle of hot sauce, and some dead batteries, while the
freezer walls, thick with ice, competed with four gallons of ice cream to
keep the door from ever closing. One night or afternoon or morningdown there the light never changed-Alex sat on the couch with a tarnished spoon, a few bags of dope, some cotton balls, a lighter, and a
needle on the coffee table a few inches from his knees.
He was freshly fixed, rushing and hot, but not quite nodding, not
high enough.
Alex shrugged.
He leaned forward and cooked another shot, tightened the tie
around his bicep to grow a vein, and took another dose. He did not
bother to blink. He loosened his tie, removed the needle, and waited for
his blood to move. Another moment passed and he again leaned forward, carefully preparing another spoonful, cooking and shooting, this
time lower down on his forearm where his veins lay like straws, crisscrossing his bones. He shot again in his bicep, tying off up by his
shoulder, and again inside the soft crook of his elbow. He shot twice in
the fat veins he found in his left leg. He wasn't trying to die, just trying
to dull the hurt. He put the needle in the sinewy space between the first
and second toe.
Nobody was home just then; if they were, they were sleeping in
some even darker corner, a sleep you don't wake up from that is also not
quite death. They all knew what Alex was doing over the course of those
months, and they would watch, feeling all kinds of things, but not a
great deal of pity for him because they were all doing it too, in varying
degrees.
Penny Sugar was dead. Alex Turner had lost his best friend in the
world. At some point after the funeral, which he could not bring himself
to attend, he would write a long personal letter to the girl's father, who
would not write back. But for now it was a question of pain. He shot
the needle up in the vein that ran just above his inner thigh, to the left
of his sharply protruding hip bone, the not-quite-stomach, not-quite-
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groin space that peeked out between his sagging pants and threadbare
T-shirt. He shot holes at inch-long intervals along the fragile networks
of veins in his arms, through the tender translucent flesh on the undersides, as well as the lightly freckled, scarred skin on top.
A cigarette smoked, balanced on the edge of an ashtray, mostly gray
with its dim-burning cherry, acting as incense, ritual, and Catholic.
Otherwise the basement smelled like dust and mold and stale smoke, the
pungent funk of the unwashed, scraped resin hits and uneaten, unrefrigerated take-out. Alex made his way over both legs, shooting behind
his knees and down each emaciated calf muscle. He was milking cotton
now, the bags long since wiped clean, wringing the final hits out, his
motions fuzzy but his hands somehow still able to steady the spoon,
cook without burning and aim true. What had to be the last of it was
sucked into the needle and then his favorite vein drank greedily, gluttonously, the plunger moved back without his help as though his blood
were pushing its way in, impatient. Then it was shot and he exhaled as
his eyes closed and he was heavy-laden high, his head resting on his right
shoulder, the needle still perched like a mosquito on his left arm.
Alex was crying. He tried to say something but then swallowed it
and withdrew into himself.
The rest of the family gradually woke up or came home. For a time
no one spoke. Every pair of eyes that lighted on his semiconscious figure
saw a piece of the world so startling there was not yet a name for it,
though they surely didn't know that they did.
Someone quietly called his name. "Alex?"
He twitched and the needle fell onto the couch, the tie slowly loosening as his blood made the effort to complete its circuit.
"Huh," Emily said. "I wonder what he's dreaming of."
"Probably flying."
"Yeah. Probably."
Simone and Beverly checked his cottons for dope. When they found
they were dry, Beverly picked up the nearly burnt-out cigarette and took
its last drag, the ash flaking off as she sucked the cherry red.
They then sat down on the adjacent couch and waited for Alex to
come to.

"Maybe he's not even dreaming," Emily realized. "I haven't had a
good dream in a while. Or any for that matter."
Simone pushed a lock of bleach-damaged hair behind her ear. "Well,
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I never liked it anyway," she said, sniffing, the edges of her nose dry and
red, her eye makeup days old. "I'm glad I don't anymore," she paused.
"And besides, dope is a dream. There you're always flying."
How do you generalize?
Dope is hell, but that's not the half of it, because dope is also mystery and terror and adventure and courage and discovery and holiness
and pity and despair and longing and love. Dope is nasty; dope is fun.
Dope is thrilling; dope is drudgery. Dope makes you a man; dope makes
you dead.
The truths are contradictory. It can be argued, for instance, that
dope is destructive. But in truth, dope is also incentive. For all its horror,
you can't help but gape at the awful motive power of it. You watch it
wake someone up like a mother and direct them out of bed. The first
shot of the day then urges breakfast. Food flattens your high, so you fix
again and that provokes the need for cigarettes, friends, daylight and
shade all at once. Fill a long day with it and warm milk from used cotton
lulls you to sleep. It's not inspiring, exactly. It's astonishing. It commands
you. You hate it, yes, but your muscles do not. Like a killer forest fire,
like cancer under a microscope, cooking or fixing or nodding out all
have the aesthetic purity of absolute moral indifference-a powerful,
implacable beauty-and a true dope story will tell the truth about this,
though the truth is ugly.
To generalize about dope is like generalizing about love. Almost
everything is true. Almost nothing is true. At its core, perhaps, dope is
just another name for death, and yet any junkie will tell you, ifs/he tells
the truth, that proximity to death brings with it a corresponding proximity to life. After an overdose there is always the immense pleasure of
aliveness. The city is alive. The cars, the stores-everything. All around
you things are purely living, and you among them, and the aliveness
makes you tremble. You feel an intense, out-of-the-skin awareness of
your living self-your truest self, the human being you want to be and
then become by the force of wanting it. In the midst of evil you want to
be good. You want decency. You want justice and courtesy and human
concord, things you never knew you wanted. There is a kind of largeness to it, a kind of godliness. Though it's odd, you're never more alive
than when you're almost dead. You recognize what's valuable. Freshly,
as if for the first time, you love what's best in yourself and in the world,
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all that might be lost. At the end of the day-always twilight, be it
morning or afternoon or evening-you sit on a bare mattress and look
at your waning reflection in the glass of the window, and at the city
beyond, and although soon enough you must feel a part of the family
and sit in alleyways in the dark and maybe kill your dream or just yourself, even so, you find yourself studying the glowing aura of the city, you
feel wonder and awe at the continual cycle of the sun, and you are filled
with a hard, aching love for how the world could and always should be,
but now is not.
Beth Gregory was right. For the common junkie, at least, dope has
the feel, the spiritual texture, of a great ghostly fog, thick and permanent. There is no clarity. Everything swirls. The old rules are no longer
binding, the old truths no longer true. Right spills over into wrong.
Order blends into chaos, love into hate, ugliness into beauty, law into
anarchy, civility into savagery. The shadows suck you in. You can't tell
where you are, or why you're there, and the only certainty is overwhelming ambiguity.
In dope you lose your sense of the definite, hence your sense of truth
itself, and therefore it's safe to say that in a true dope story nothing is
ever absolutely true.
Often in a true dope story there is not even a point, or else the point
doesn't hit you until years later in your sleep, and you wake up and
shake your lover and start telling the story, except when you get to the
end you've forgotten the point again. And then for a long time you lie
there watching the story happen in your head. You listen to your lover's
breathing. Dope does not have you. You close your eyes. You smile and
think, Christ, what's the point?
This one wakes me up.
In Wisconsin that day, I watched Penny leave. She cleared her throat,
picked up her Bible, and walked out of the house. She went in and sat
down on the floor of the barn, opened the book and set it down next to
her, a darkly underlined verse visible on the transparent page. She shot
herself and bled a skirt around her body. Alex and I found her that way
and picked up her Bible, which showed no signs of its proximity to
Penny. We read the verse and felt ashamed, punished, and chosen all at
once. Out of the pages of her Bible fell a number of treasured items: let-
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ters and photos and pressed flowers. A photograph autumn-floated
down and settled face up on Penny's forehead, covering her closed eyes
and balancing on the tip of her nose. It was a photo of her smiling, dark,
live eyes looking into the camera, up at us, laughing.
You can tell a true dope story by the questions you ask. Somebody
tells a story, let's say, and afterward you ask, "Is it true?" and if the
answer matters, you've got your answer.
For example, we've all heard this one. Four kids buy a bag to share.
The batch is cut bad. But one kid steals away before the rest are ready
and shoots it all alone. The other kids kick in the locked door and find
him in a slump on the bathroom floor, too late. This scares the shit out
of them-divine intervention, miraculous salvation-and they're scared
straight clean.
Is it true?
The answer matters.
You'd feel cheated if it never happened. Without the grounding
reality, it's just a trite bit of puffery, pure Hollywood, untrue in the way
all such stories are untrue. Yet even if it did happen-and maybe it did,
anything's possible-even then you know it can't be true, because a dope
story does not depend upon that kind of truth. Absolute occurrence is
irrelevant. A thing may happen and be a total lie; another thing may not
happen and be truer than the truth. For example: Four kids buy a bag
to share. The batch is bad. One kid steals away and shoots it all alone.
The other kids don't think to kick the door in and go back for another
bag. They split it three ways and everyone fades out, as though each was
alone and locked behind a door.
That's a true story that never happened.
Years later, I can still see Penny's white face becoming night. I can
see her sitting before the fire, next to Alex but unaware of him, then she
slid her hand, palm up under her leather-bound Bible, picked it up and
walked out the door, her face suddenly moon-white and luminous, and
when she read that verse, sitting on the barn floor, in that instant, she
must've thought that she had no choice in her death. But the verse didn't
seal her fate; it was the bullet and the blast and the blood she lost. But
if I could ever get that story right, how the night seemed to gather
around her and swallow her and tuck her into afterlife with that skirt of
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blood, if I could somehow recreate the fatal blackness of that air, the
stark contrast, the obvious cause and effect, then you would believe the
last thing Penny Sugar believed, which for her, must've been the final
truth.
Now and then, when I tell this story, someone will come up to me
afterward and say she liked it. It's always a woman, usually an older
woman who's mothered children and raised them in the church. She'll
explain that as a rule she hates drug stories; she can't understand why
people want to wallow in all the self-destruction and loneliness. But this
one she liked. The poor widowed boy, it made her sad. Sometimes, even,
there are small tears. What I should do, she'll say, is put it all behind me.
Find new stories to tell.
I won't say it but I'll think it.
I'll picture Alex Turner's face, his grief, and I'll think, You fucking
douche bag.
Because she didn't see it.
It wasn't a dope story. It was a love story.
But you can't say that. All you can do is tell it one more time,
patiently, adding and subtracting, making up a few things to get at the
real truth. No Beth Gregory, you tell her, no Penny, no Alex Turner. No
alleyways. No holes shot through his arms. No wrung-out cottons or
shadows or dreams. Beginning to end, you tell her, it's all made up. Every
goddamn detail-the city and the basement and especially the poor widowed boy. None of it happened. None of it. And even if it did happen,
it didn't happen in my bedroom, it happened at the playground after
dark and there had been a heavy snowfall and one night a kid named
Gia sat under the jungle gym, buried herself up to the waist in snow and
when you came near her, she'd scream like hell. You can tell a true dope
story if you just keep on telling it.
And in the end, of course, a true dope story is never about dope. It's
about firelight. It's about the special way that dawn spreads out over the
city when you know that you must get up and see what there is to see
and you will your blood to make its circuit. It's about love and memory.
It's about sorrow. It's about fathers who never write back and people
who never see it.

346

Hair Trigger 30

View From the Top
Kevin Peterson

THERE WASN'T MUCH SHADE AROUND THE PRISON YARD; THINGS LIKE

ergonomics and aesthetic beauty weren't included in the construction.
The same could be said for the building tops, where there was no escape
from the sun. Working outside, sealing the rooftops in the early August
heat was like being on a chain gang in hell, which was probably where
my coworkers and I would end up eventually; though it probably wasn't
different than in Stateville Correctional Center, a maximum security
prison about an hour south of Chicago, just outside Joliet.
Spreading sealant on the roofs made it twice as hot. Not only did the
sun beat down from above, but it reflected off the sealant, a cheap,
thick, silvery sludge, and bounced straight back up. It was like working
in the middle of a fire with it slowly inching closer until your skin feels
like it's going to bubble up, pop open, and then melt down to the bone.
It was the kinda heat that beat ya down until you broke, or snapped.
We worked in different crews each day so no one could get too
familiar, which was fine by me. I'd made it a point not to get on anyone's
side, good or bad. My last day sealing roofs should've been the easiest,
since it was the smallest building we did, a three-story brick building
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about a quarter-block in length, separate from the prison on the north
end of the yard. Underneath us lived the guys on death row and the
AIDS cases, which was pretty much the same sentence. From atop the
Row House we got the best view of the road, less than a hundred yards
away. Past the yard and the twenty-foot-high fences topped with razor
barb was Stateville Road, a little two-laner where people either sped by
at sixty or crawled by at twenty trying to get thems a peek at a real live
convict.
Each man sees something different staring out at that road. Some
look out and see freedom, a chance to escape and start over or a chance
to escape and get some revenge before returning. Some saw the freedom
that sat there waiting for 'em: old pussy and new pussy, friends and
family, parole officers and shit jobs. Some see all that and know they'll
never have any of it.
I'd given up on the idea of freedom as soon as I came here. Time's a
whole different thing inside. My first two months felt like two years; it's
something everyone has to adjust to the first time they're locked up. Time
inside is to be forgotten about until time to go becomes a concept close
enough to touch. I was facing twenty years, ten if I was really good; either
way it was way too far off to think about, let alone touch. When I looked
out at the road I didn't see freedom, just the occasional car going by. That
didn't mean I could keep my eyes away. No matter where I mopped, my
eyes were fixed out on the road, waiting for each car to pass, hoping I'd
see the forest green, rusted-out minivan that carried my wife, Steph, and
our three kids, who lived about ten minutes away.
There were four of us on the roof, and three of them. We were the
ones wearing plastic baggies around our boots that ran up our legs and
clung to our thighs so we didn't get sealant all over, making each step
we took announce itself with a swoosh. The other three were guards, all
three being stocky white guys with crew cuts and old-time batons, the
wooden ones with a piece of lead running through the center. Most of
the guards weren't all that intimidating; I grew up boxing and always
stayed in fighting shape. The only problem with guards was that a good
portion, around a quarter or more, were straight-up hillrods.
I don't mean the hillrods you find around here. You're gonna find
cars on blocks in the front yard with an ugly leather-faced hag sitting
out on a lawn chair, dipping her ankles into a kiddy pool while watching
the laundry dry out on the line. White trash is white trash, and it ain't
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ever hard to find. I'm talking bout real hillrods, the South-will-rise-again
motherfuckers, the type you gotta drive at least five or six hours south
just to hear a hint of the Dixified inflection. Apparently, the best job for
an uneducated hillrod in Tennessee, Arkansas, Missouri, or Kentucky is
to come up north and work for IDOC, the Illinois Department of
Corrections.
Of the three guards one was a definite hillrod. While as a group, all
three of them referred to us as ladies, individually we were usually called
out at as "asshole" or "fuckhead" or some other equally endearing nickname. Hillrods always call you "boy." Let's speed it up, boy! Shut the
fuck up, boy! Boy, don't make me come up and smack the stupid outcha!
They called everyone boy, no matter how young they were or how old
you were-even ol' Willie Deadwater, the only one of us without a mop,
who was pushing seventy. Willie sat on a crate and stirred a ten-gallon
bucked of sealant with a heavy yardstick. The rest of us were spread out,
working from a small metal pail of the silvery sludge.
"Come on, boy, don't you be letting that shit settle!" a hillrod
shouted out to Willie before going back to the other two.
The roof was unevenly split in half by a large air-conditioning unit
near the door. I was on the large side with Dre-Dre, a black guy in his
midthirties with a freshly shaved head and razor bumps spread across
his dark skull. His cell was on the same level as mine. Dre-Dre was a
rarity in prison, a happy-go-lucky type who was more than comfortable
behind bars: he was at home. He always had a smile on his face, flashing
a bright white grin that seemed to illuminate his mouth against his dark
skin as he talked. He was constantly talking. Didn't matter if anyone
was around, or if those around were paying any attention, Dre-Dre went
on and on 'bout nothing, trying to get under people's skin. He mopped
near the air-conditioning system, while I was near the edge of the
building, working toward him.
Dre-Dre sang off-key while he mopped, "Slapping round dat hot
mop, sweating in da sun. Slapping round dat hot mop, workin' wit a
cracka, Lardy, they's so much fun."
Mopping on the other side of the ventilation system, which was nearly
half the area as our side, was T-Bone, a heavyset white guy with slicked
back salt-and-pepper hair and sideburns that connected to a jawline
beard. He was in tight with the Aryans and proved to be the easiest to
annoy as he yelled back at Dre-Dre, "Will you shut the fuck up already?"
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"Easy, Teabagger, just singing me a little workin' music is all. In my
blood, singing me dem slavin' songs, ya knows, back in dem good ol'
days. Boy oh boy, Teabagger, betcha wish yous was back in dem days,
lynching all dem niggas up, wearing dem pretty white dresses."
"I'd lynch your black ass up right here and now if them screws
weren't around, and it's T-Bone, you dumb fucking darky."
Dre-Dre stopped and smirked, knowing full well the hooks were in.
"Darky? Darky? Come on now, Teabag, gotsta come better than that.
I'll help ya out, watermelon, jungle bunny, chocolate thunder-oh wait,
chocolate thunder's the name your mama calls me-don't worry, you
ain't gots to call me Daddy yet."
The hillrod screw had walked over, swinging his baton at his side.
"Boy, the only sound I wanna hear out yer ass is that mop going back
and forth."
"Yessir, boss sir, slapping <lat hot mop alls you gonna hear."
T-Bone made the mistake of sharing his smile with the guard. "Boy,
get your fat Aryan ass in gear. Work some of that dead weight off ya."
Dre-Dre walked over towards me to redip his mop, wiping the sweat
off his bumpy, bald head. We all had our shirts off except for T-Bone,
whose prison blue was soaked through and clung to his large, tight belly.
I just kept staring out at the road; none of the cars were the one I was
looking for. The last time I saw Steph was on my tenth day inside. She
needed me to sign divorce papers. She looked good; she looked the kinda
good that took hours to get, hair salon, nail salon, full makeup and all
the cleavage she could create. She told the kids I left, said it was easier
than telling them I was in prison for murder. I wasn't in any position to
argue. She cried when I said I loved her, but she never said it back.
"I's talking to you, boy!" Dre-Dre said in his best hillrod voice that
brought me back from my daydream.
"So you's a murderer, huh?"
I tried not to show reaction one way or the other. "I'm innocent like
everyone else."
"I went up and shot a motherfucker in the face, ain't no innocence
in me. Innocence ain't nothing but a word up in here and a magical
motherfucking word at that, like unicorn or equality or some shit.
People's heard of it, but ain't a bitch alive in here ever seen it."
"How do you know what I'm in for?"
"Nigga, Dre-Dre know everything there is to know up in this bitch,
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this is my house, I sees all, and I knows all. Besides, man, I could tell
soon as you turned around, it's in the eyes, you gots the eyes of a killer."
I started back mopping when he smacked me in the arm and pointed
over to T-Bone. "See that fat, colorless fuck over der? He in for drugs.
Selling bunk smack to da brothers probably. But that ain't all he's in for.
See, Dre-Dre knows shit even his KKK cracker-assed cronies don't
know. Teabagger got twenty for trafficking, but he got another dozen
for being a pedopumper."
"What the fuck's a pedopumper?"
Dre-Dre slid the mop between his legs and began thrusting it down
towards the roof, drawing the attention of both T-Bone and the guards.
"Motherfucking pedopumper, sick fuck likes raping little boys, man. I
gots access to everyone's file, ya gots to know who's capable of what up
here. I don't do no bizzness with no pedopumpers, a man gots to have
principles, know what I mean? They take your principles, then you just
an animal in a cage. Always choices to be made. I chose to cap a motherfucker in the face, and I choose not to do no bizzness with no pedopumpers. Choices."
I nodded and for a moment we mopped in silence. A moment was
all Dre-Dre could handle. "What's yous anyway?"
"What do you mean? I ain't no fucking pedopumper if that's what
you mean."
"Naw, man, I'm talking 'bout you. What is you? Dago or spic?"
"Mick, actually-Irish."
"Man, you ain't no Irish. Thought all you Irish were supposed to be
pasty, freckled fuckers."
"I'm Black Irish."
With those words, Dre-Dre's mop came to a rest. He looked over at
me in near disbelief before letting out a laugh that came straight from
his belly. "Black Irish? Ain't that some shit? Goes to show all y'all wants
to be black."
"It means dark hair, dark complexion. Think it's in the North-or
the South, or some shit. I don't know."
"It's cool, baby, I gots ya. You's Black Irish and I'm Black Chicago
Heights. Shit, we might be cousins or something."
"Whatever."
"Naw, man, for real, when I get outta here, I think I'm gonna hit me
up that Black Ireland. Find me a nice Black Irish bitch, raise us a little
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Black Bono, that's the life right there."
"All 'bout making choices, right?"
"That's right, you's all right, Irish. You ever needs anything round
here you come see me, Dre-Dre. Remember, us niggas gotta stick
together. Motherfucking Black Irish."
"Thanks."
We finally started working in silence, applying and reapplying
sealant in big silvery clumps, letting it soak into the cracked black
asphalt and then going back over it again. The sun didn't let up, coming
down in heavy-handed waves of heat, constantly lashing us twice-fold,
once on its way down and then just as strong on the way back up,
bouncing off the sealant and smacking us in the face, making our bodies
compress in pulsating, burning beats. Sweat clung in my bangs and ran
down my face while it dripped in steady patterns down my chest and
back. I looked over at T-Bone, who looked like he was on the verge of
passing out. The rest of us were pretty well versed at this kinda labor.
There were definitely no Rhodes scholars up on that roof. I'd worked
construction ever since I was married.
Steph was seven months pregnant when we tied the knot. I got my
union card for a wedding present and we honeymooned in a hotel up in
Chicago. She was sick the whole night. We didn't have sex again until
we were married for five months, which is how our second child came
about. Our first two were girls, Kayla and Annika; the only planned one
of the bunch was Joseph. He'll be two in a few months, and by time I'm
out he'll have absolutely no memory of me.
Once we'd gone through more than half of the ten gallons that
Willie kept stirring around with a yardstick, we got a smoke break. TBone collapsed into a sweaty heap, resting his back against the four-foot
ledge that fenced the roof in. I sat in between him and Dre-Dre. Willie
stopped stirring and brought his little crate out towards us, forming a
segregated semicircle.
Watching him stand up, move his crate, and then sit back down, I
was positive that without a name like Willie Deadwater, he surely
would've been called Tree. While I was probably in the best shape
amongst us, easily bigger and more muscular than Dre-Dre, Old Willie's
arms were 'bout as big as mine, but his forearms were just as big as his
biceps, dwarfing mine, making his entire arms look like flexible pieces
of firewood. Even with his swirls of gray chest hair and the patches of
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gray and black hair on the sides of his head, I woulda thought twice
about having to go up against him; I imagined, back in his day, no one
fucked with Willie Deadwater.
Dre-Dre introduced me to Willie as Irish and ignored T-Bone.
Willie's handshake was strong, heavy, and natural. For a moment, the
four of us sat around smoking quietly, all of us habitually staring out at
the road. Dre-Dre was able to handle only a moment of silence. "If'n
y'all could leave right now, just strut on out dem gates, where'd ya go?"
Without skipping a beat, he answered his own question. "I'd go east,
northeast: New York, Philly, Boston, them's the places still gots some life
in 'em. This whole fucking area been dying for years, fuck Chitown;
ain't been the same since Jordan left no how."
For the first time all day, Willie spoke up in a deep, gravelly voice.
"South's the place to be. Grew up down in Mississippi and spent most
my youth bouncing 'round state to state."
Dre-Dre shook his head adamantly, nodding towards T-Bone. "Fuck
that, bunch of rednecked motherfuckers like this jagoff sitting 'round
reminiscing about lynching and shit. Got 'nough ya white power fucks
to last a lifetime. Don't need to spend my freedom hangin' 'round y'all.
Besides, man, I don't trust no place it don't snow. Just ain't right
somehow."
"'Bout to start reinstating lynching if you can't shut your black
fucking trap for a minute," T-Bone said as he scratched at his beard with
the butt of his cigarette, keeping his cold stare intact.
Dre-Dre's eyes finally turned serious, his smile faded, and he started
leaning in before Willie's voice stopped him. "South's the place to be all
right. I never did take to snow. I ain't made for the cold; besides, the
thing about the cold places is they breed the cold people, especially
women. You ain't gonna find no better loving than from a good ol' deep
South pussy. Them girls know how to treat a man, I'll tell you what."
"Come on now, Willie, pussy is pussy is pussy. All the same, just
some kept up better than others. Ya just gotta know how to deal with a
pussy is all. Ya gotta know how to work it." Dre-Dre's smile returned in
full as he propped himself up a bit with one hand and held the other
hand out in front of his crotch as he began to hump the air and smack
an imaginary ass. "You gotta let a bitch know who's in charge when you
fucking. Fucking a bitch sets the tone for everything outside of fucking.
You fuck the bitch to let her know who's boss, but the key is eating
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pussy. You eat that pussy right and you ain't ever gotta ask for anything.
Bitch become your slave when you eat that shit right. Why you think
they call me Dre-Dre? Ain't a bitch alive that can scream my name only
once when I'm going down doing my thang!"
I watched as T-Bone continued to eyeball Dre-Dre, who was too
wrapped up in his speech to notice. T-Bone was still sweating; each time
he ran his fingers across his beard, droplets of sweat shook loose and fell
to the plastic Baggy wrapped around his legs, breaking up on contact
and dropping in scattered patterns.
I couldn't tell whether Willie noticed it or not, but he kept the conversation going anyway. "See, I just don't understand young people
nowadays, I ain't never had to eat no pussy in my life. Pussy ain't made
to be eaten no how. Pussy made to be fucked, end of story."
"Pussy made to be fucked, sucked, fingered, and fucked again,
believe you me. I was a motherfucking pussy connoisseur outside; black,
white, brown, I done fucked 'em all, baby. Ain't nothing better than
good pussy. It's like lobster, especially good young pussy. You gots three
types a' pussy: the good, the regular, and the nasty. Good pussy taste like
lobster, regular pussy taste like tuna, and da nasty pussy taste like carp.
You know how you cook a carp, Irish? You get it all laid out on a board,
cook it up 'til it's a nice golden brown, then ya throw the fucking carp
away and eat the board."
Even T-Bone laughed with us, which was neutral enough to where I
relaxed enough to let out the most natural laugh I'd had since becoming
a criminal. All of us laughing together didn't make us bond, it didn't
turn us into buddies, but for a brief moment we were no different than
any crew, working anywhere, enjoying a smoke and laughing over a
dirty joke. No one was trying to fool themselves into feeling free, but for
a moment we were able to let our guard down, and the weight lifted
from that left us as close to feeling free as any of us could hope to get.
"Irish, you's probably young enough to have some dat good, young
pussy, some of that born-in-the-'80s pussy. Had me one '80s pussy
before I went in, little Chinese girl just turned nineteen-sweetest piece
yet. You be tapping that '80s pussy, ain't ya, Irish?"
I nodded; my wife was born in '83.
"Imagine, by the time we get outta here we'll be able to have at some
'90s pussy and eventually some new millennium pussy. Be weird fucking
some bitch born in a different century, don't ya think? Well, not you,
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Willie, you'll be dead and gone by the time that new millennium pussy
ripens-and T-Bone don't count 'cause the only '90s pussy he had was
pedopumping boy pussy. See, if you woulda been a priest you never a
ended up here with the rest of us niggas."
T-Bone lunged at Dre-Dre, but because he was so out of shape his
lunging fist got about a foot or so in distance before he started toppling
forward. I reached out, caught him by the shoulder, and threw him back
on his ass. T-Bone turned to me in shock, as if we were supposed to be
friends. I nodded towards the guards, who were bunched up at the other
end of the roof, keeping a watchful eye on us.
T-Bone smacked my hand away and started to get up slowly, like it
was a process to do so. Dre-Dre bounced up to meet him, his face hard.
I stood, as well, good Willie remained still on his crate. T-Bone threw his
index finger deep into my chest. "You done picked the wrong side now,
you little fuck. You think this nigger's gonna protect your ass? You
better fucking think again."
Dre-Dre took a step forward. "I know you ain't fucking with my
Black-Irish cousin here. I'll pitch your fat ass off this roof right here and
now."
T-Bone took a step forward so the two of them were face to face. I
watched, knowing that I could defuse the whole thing with one punch.
I was positive I could drop either one of 'em, but choosing which one to
hit was the question. Either way I'd be making enemies. I'd spent all my
time inside trying to be a ghost, and one punch would put me atop one
group's shit list.
My thumb tightened around the back of my index and middle fingers; whichever one I hit, I was gonna make damn sure I knocked him
out. My shoulder dipped down instinctively to come up swinging,
though I still wasn't sure who I was aiming at. Before I could swing,
Willie Deadwater stepped in between them, coming nearly face to face
with me, his faint green eyes staring past me.
"You boys playing circle jerk? Break's over, back to work." The
hillrod stood directly behind me swinging his baton against his hip; his
voice instantly made my fingers uncurl from my fist.
"Yessir, boss man, on the double," Willie replied, and gave Dre-Dre
a little shove backwards.
"Let's hurry up, ladies," another guard said as he made his way over.
"I don't feel like melting out here any longer than I have to."
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"Come on, Irish, let's get back to dem hot mops."
"The mops aren't hot, you dumb shit, the sealant's not hot, the
mop's not hot," T-Bone said, picking up his mop.
"Irish, you sweatin'?" Dre-Dre asked as I dipped my mop in the
bucket and turned away. I walked to the furthest point of the black
asphalt, near Willie and his big ol' bucket, and worked my way backwards towards them. There was only about a quarter left to be mopped.
The guards returned to their corner on the other side of the roof, where
the sun had already dried out the sealant. Dre-Dre kept the same smartass grin and continued, "Irish is sweatin', I'm sweatin', you's sweatin';
maybe the hot mop's starting to melt your small pedopumping brain."
I didn't see the hit, the flash of a shadow caught the corner of my
eye and I turned to find Dre-Dre on his knees at the roof's edge, gagging,
his ebony-dark face splattered with silver sealant. Willie was up and
started towards them, the guards reacted as well, pulling their batons
out before running. I had the shortest distance to go and, without my
being aware of it, my feet were moving quickly towards them, the
swooshing of the plastic wrapped around my legs the only sound I could
hear. I was five steps away when T-Bone had Dre-Dre scooped up in his
arms, pressed tight against his bulging girth, and flipped him over the
small retaining wall and off the roof like he was already a carcass. DreDre fell face first and, for the first time all day, was oddly and completely silent.
My eyes locked in on T-Bone, who was turning back around as I
reached him. I could feel the guards barreling in, nearly on top of us. I
planted my front foot the best I could and threw a punch with my entire
body weight shifting behind it. T-Bone cringed in anticipation and tried
desperately to turn back and avoid the blow. My eyes closed as I swung,
and I felt my fist connect with pure bone. It wasn't until I followed
through, nearly toppling over, that I opened my eyes and saw the hillrod
crumpled at my feet. T-Bone stared with me in shock down at the unconscious hillrod who'd gotten between us at the worst possible second.
I could hear Willie's frantic screams and knew the other guards were
about to pounce. I was lucky to get another punch off; it wasn't nearly
as heavy as the first, more of a jab than anything, but it found its target,
dropping T-Bone onto the hillrod.
I didn't get to lift my arms to signal surrender; the lead-filled batons
beat them to it. I can only remember the first three hits: between the
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shoulder blades, on the forehead, and then against the back of my head.
After that I was on all fours, trying to turtle up. I could feel the sun
beating down on me, so hot that I couldn't tell where the batons were
landing anymore. My eyes were closed and I could see Steph's smile,
then the kids, then Steph again. Only this time, she wasn't smiling, her
face was worn, exhausted, and she cried uncontrollably, her light blue
eyes leaking shiny, slimy, silver tears that stained her skin.
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The Weight of Shadows
Dustin Clendenen

I DON'T REMEMBER IT THAT WELL, JUST THIS

SENSE OF MOVING THROUGH THE

dimly lit living room, the air heavy with the depths of night, a time later
than any time I'd been awake at that point. I followed the sounds that
had pulled me out of bed, out of the darkness, with a sense of being
watched.
I remember shadows projecting onto the white curtains from the
kitchen. Shapes twisting, curling up like smoke and dissipating into the
white fabric. I remember feeling like a stone when I saw them. Just nothing.
A stone. I crept through the air on the pads of my feet and went in.
The sight before me took a moment to register. A full palette of
specks littered my vision. Garbage and broken dishes all over the floor.
Tom paper. Receipts. Food from the fridge. Pieces of the twins' birthday
cake smashed into the side of the counter.
The biggest speck in my sight moved, and I focused on it. Dad, his
back to me, dug through the contents of the cabinet above the sink and
pulled out a half-empty bottle of vodka with his left hand, a big, heavy
trash bag clutched in his right. He glanced at the label on the bottle for
a moment, and then tossed it into the trash bag with the rest. Then he
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was still for a long moment.
"Last one," he said, his back to me. But he knew I was there. He
turned fully then, stared at my feet, a glazed-over look in his eyes. I
smelled the alcohol seeping out of his pores as soon as he took a step
toward me, as soon as he set the trash bag down. My shadow on the
curtains merged with the smoky shapes. His shadow merged with mine.
And then he was standing right above me, looking down, me
looking up.
"Last one," he repeated. "I'm not gonna be drinking anymore."
He placed a hand reassuringly on top of my head, as he always did.
I felt the entire weight of his life in my spine, in my knees. He told me
to go back to bed.
"I'll be quieter now. I just had some cleaning to do before your mom
gets home."
I didn't close the door all the way after going back to my room. Back
to being watched. I kept my eyes on the floor and followed the worn
trail in the carpet back to my bed, to the pills of fabric on the blanket
that I climbed beneath and in which I wrapped myself. I lay still, and my
gaze climbed up the blotchy paint and finally rested on the swirling
ceiling, where shadows from the hall light hugged the textured paint. I
stared at this, and was being watched, and I stared, and didn't look into
the eyes.
And then, I remember, I just did. I looked at what was always there,
all along. Standing at the foot of my bed: a black shape, like a man. Tall.
No arms. A black shape staring down at me. Breathing. Never, ever
looking away.
I stared back and felt like a stone. Like nothing.
The door creaked open and a shadow from the hallway fell on me.
I didn't look away from the shape. Light from the hallway didn't illuminate it.
"Dad." I remember my voice was unafraid. "There's something
watching me."
"I know."
He didn't move from the doorway. He didn't say anything. Waiting.
It never moved.
"What do I do?"
"You can't do anything, son."
I felt my heart groan then and my knees weaken.
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Nothing? What if I reached out and touched the shape? But I didn't.
I never would.
"Are you OK, Dan?" His voice sounded like it came from a phone.
I remember swallowing. Sweating. My voice from the other end of
the line.
"I'm fine ... it's just, what do I do?"
He didn't speak for a moment, collecting his thoughts. Gathering
himself. My skin felt tingly where his shadow fell on it.
"Danny, it's late, so just go back to sleep. Just ignore it ..." He
trailed off, failing to say anything more, leaving the room without
looking back at me as he shut the door behind him.
I could finish the sentence for him now. He said, "That's what I
always do."
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Amber McNulty
Katie O'Gorman

l
have the opportunity to ruin her entire career, well, at least her job, with
the click of one button. I'm swiveling back and forth in the plastic chair,
with my finger perched above the send key, dizzy with power and the
feeling of total violation. It's just, I have this nagging feeling, this
annoying little voice inside my head telling me not to do it; I think it's
called a conscience. But really, it's a good plan, a fail-safe plan.
Everybody's out to lunch for the new guy's birthday, so I'm basically all
alone on the third floor with just the rows and rows of fishbowl screensavers glowing out at me. I can hear the vacuum cleaner running
upstairs, so I know the janitor isn't even down here.
Here's the short story; I'll keep it short. Gina and I used to be
friends; our cubicles are right next to each other. I've never had many
girlfriends because, well, I guess I just don't trust girls, but Gina and I
really got along. Work's not such a bad place when you're working with
your best friend. But then I started dating Terrance. We met over this
Internet dating thing which, I know, is kinda whatever but, I mean, I'm
twenty-eight years old and I haven't had a real boyfriend in years, so I
I'M IN A DILEMMA. I'M SITTING HERE IN THE OFFICE, AT GINA'S DESK, AND
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was like, what the hell, you know? Anyways, everything's going great,
we meet each other's parents, he starts calling me snookie, I call him
panda, we eat breakfast together in our underwear and take long
weekend road trips just to stay in trashy motels in podunk towns and
it's love, right? Well, then Terrance starts working late, Gina's too busy
to take her lunch breaks with me; I'm sure you see where this is going.
I catch them kissing in a McDonald's. I'm in the drive-thru lane waiting
for my food and I glance in the window and there they are all kissey and
grabby at the back of the line. The back of the line in a fast-food place!
Real classy, right? So, blah, blah, blah, they're sorry but they're in love,
they never meant to hurt me, I hate their guts; you know how it goes.
Anyways, I'm only telling you this to explain why I'm sitting here at
Gina's desk trying to get her fired.
So Craig told me that the boss just installed a program that allows
him to monitor our emails. He can, like, read anything we send from our
work computers, which I think should be illegal, but whatever. I already
got my cubicle transferred so I don't have to look at that stupid picture
of them she tacked up on her bulletin board, but even if I moved to
Antarctica I still wouldn't be far enough away from that bitch. So what
I just did was write this email to Terrance from her computer. It's all
about how much Gina hates our boss and how she spits in his coffee
sometimes, and that she's applying for like five other jobs but is only
hanging onto this miserable one until she gets a new one. Oh, and how
she found a new place to smoke pot during lunch breaks. Oh, and how
she's a cutter. OK, and that she has a yeast infection. Then I signed it
from Gina and now I'm moments away from sending it. Good, right?
It's just, well, I've been down this road before, and I'd like to think that
I've changed a little in the past nineteen years.
OK, so back in the fourth grade I did something really bad. My
teacher, in fact, said that it was the cruelest thing she had ever seen a little
girl do in her twenty-two years of teaching grade school. The principal
said I exhibited "the early makings of a criminal mind" and advised my
parents to watch for any "violent behavior towards small animals." But
really, if anybody in that school had looked over my in-class journals, they
would've totally understood why I did what I did to Amber McNulty. All
the reasoning is right there in the journals, in black and white or sometimes fluorescent pink and white if I was feeling fancy that day.
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October Jrd-Yesterday Amber tripped me in PE when I started to
get ahead of her during the mile run. I told Mr. Hanley and she got
benched for lunch.
October 22°d-I think Amber stole my gummy eraser. When I
walked back from my reading group I saw her pull her hand out of my
desk. I said, "What do you have in your hand, Amber?" She said,
"Nothing, stupid." Then later, for math, when I needed my eraser it was
gone.
November 12th-Today, Amber blew her nose in her hand and
wiped it on my desk. She smiled at me the whole time she did it. It
looked like a gross snail crawled across it. I really wish we would change
seats already.
December 19th_Yesterday, when we had to write what we wanted
for Christmas, Amber grabbed my paper and crossed out "rabbit" and
wrote "new brain" over it.
February 1st__My mom told me to try to be nice to Amber. So, I sat
down and said, "Hello, Amber." She stared at me for a second, then stuck
her finger down her throat and pretended to puke all over my desk.
February 9th_Today Amber said, "What's your Dad going to bring
in for career day? Bags of stinky trash?" I said, "No, stupid. He's going
to bring in important business stuff." She said, "What would he do that
for when he's the garbage man?" I said, "He's not the garbage man." She
said, "Well, that's not what I told everybody." Now everybody calls me
Trashly.
March l3th_Amber stole my scratch-and-sniff stickers.
March 30 th-Every fourth-grade girl except me, Lupe, Christine
with the lazy eye, and bad breath Beth got invited to Amber's dumb
birthday party. She invited my best friend Heather, and Heather told me
she's sorry but she's gonna go because Amber has a pool and two cute
brothers in junior high. I don't care. Her parties are stupid anyway. Me,
Lupe, Christine, and Beth are going to have our own party on that day
and not invite her. It's called the Ashley, Lupe, Christine, and Beth Party
and we made invitations for ourselves at lunch today.
All in all, I was a pretty nice kid. I never got in trouble, I got along
with mostly everyone, and I sometimes even rolled the wheelchair girl to
the bus line after we got out of class. But you can only push a nice kid
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so far until they snap. Every time Amber tormented me, every little
remark, every roll of the eye only added fuel to the fire in my nine-yearold stomach. Even after the whole class switched seats midsemester and I
sat in the back rows by the windows and Amber was moved in the front
by the teacher's desk, I would glare at the back of her red pigtails (always
tied with blue bows) and will her with all of my might to fall out of her
chair, break her legs, and be homeschooled for the rest of the year.
I used to be best friends with Amber in the second and third grade.
Our dads were business partners but then her dad stole a bunch of
money from the company and my dad had to take him to court. We
pinky swore in the big bathroom stall that we would never let it come
between us and we'd be best friends forever, but after my dad won she
started ignoring me and covering her ears and humming whenever I'd
try to talk to her. I didn't really care. She had always told me that she
was the beautiful one and I was the smart one and once she became a
famous actress and married Corey Feldman I could be her secretary and
live in their garage. So I was perfectly fine with our new relationship
that consisted of ignoring each other's existence. But ever since I told on
Amber that day in gym class I became her number one target. I learned
to dodge the baby carrots she would chuck across the crowded cafeteria
at me and, really, the rubber bands that she would snap at the back of
my head in the bus line didn't even hurt, but the day that really set me
over the edge was what I like to refer to as "the red hat day."
One day in April my mother had taken me shopping at the Galleria,
the place where all the middle-school students hung out. We were just
going for underwear, but she told me I could pick out one thing for
myself. I wandered through Macy's, dizzy from the excitement and the
buzzing fluorescent lights over my head. The smooth jazz being pumped
through the speakers made me feel grown-up and sophisticated. I
walked through the makeup department, leaving a smudgy trail across
the glass countertops as I ran my greasy fingers along the cases. The
painted-face women all smiled down at me with their shiny purple fish
lips as I passed them, grandly raising my wrist in the air if I saw they
were spraying perfume samples. Pretty soon I began feeling nauseous
from all the different scents sprayed all over my arm so I sat down on
this overstuffed chair in the accessories department while my mom
rubbed different colors of eye shadow all across the back of her hand
until it looked like a huge bruise. As I sat there, deeply inhaling and
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exhaling fresh air, my eyes landed on the prettiest thing I had ever seen.
It was soft and woven with little pink hearts embroidered all across the
bottom, and it had a fluffy pink ball at the top of it. Little purple sequins
shimmered in between the hearts. I was certain it was just about the
coolest hat anybody had ever worn to Roosevelt Elementary. Ever.
The next day I woke up an hour early and put my new hat on my
head before I put any of my school clothes on. I knew if I didn't get to
school before the bell rang I'd have to wait until after school to show
off my hat, because we weren't allowed to wear hats in class. I picked
out a red shirt with purple hearts to wear under my overalls and I knew
I looked much more fashionable then all those ladies in my older sister's
magazines. I tied my laces and pounded down the stairs to the kitchen.
It smelt like burnt toast and apple air freshener. My mom stood at the
kitchen sink, staring out the window at the house the McNulty's used to
live in. Amber's mom and my mom used to go on power walks together
every morning, and they'd host these huge block parties for the whole
neighborhood every year. That was before the whole court case, though.
Now I've seen them pass by each other in the grocery store and not even
look at each other.
Of course my mom's car wouldn't start, so my dad had to drive back
from work to pick me up and drop me off at school. I stood at the end
of our driveway, throwing pebbles at the mailbox across the street until
my dad finally pulled up in his Volvo. The whole way there I kept asking
my dad to drive faster, but he just kept singing along to the radio,
blasting that stupid Rod Stewart song about the stupid Maggie.
"Relax," he smiled while drumming his palms on the steering wheel. He
reeked of cologne, which meant he'd been smoking pot, but right now I
was too preoccupied with my own problems to recite everything I
learned that week in D.A.R.E. to him.
"Oh, my God, I have to get to school, Dad!"
He laughed as he turned the corner to my school. I could already see
the lines outside of the classrooms beginning to file in. "You certainly
didn't get this from me," he said. He shook his head as he pulled to a
stop in front of some sixth graders. "Those your buddies?" He honked
the horn and waved to the crowd of boys who turned and smirked at us
as the morning bell ripped across the yard.
"Turn that music down," I hissed as I jumped out of the car and
sprinted across the lawn to my classroom. They were already filing so I
ripped my hat off my head and stuffed it into my backpack.
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I sat through the rest of the day thinking about the moment I'd put
on that hat. I kept reaching in my bag and feeling the loops and knots
of my knit hat. I rubbed the puffy pink ball at the top of it between my
thumb and my pointer all throughout math lessons.
After school I stood in the middle of the bus line, feeling the afternoon sun warming my cheeks, and I knew that this was the moment. I
put my hand in my bag and I heard the saleslady's voice echoing in my
head, "How beautiful this will look with your blond curls." And she was
right. It did. The bus was late as usual. I heard the church bells across
town chiming out three o'clock at least ten minutes ago but that was OK
because Amber wasn't even in line yet. She was way across the yard
talking to a fifth grader (but not a cool one), twirling one of her pigtails
around her finger. With my hand still in my bag I glanced over my
shoulder at the ten or so kids behind me. Way at the end of the line,
Daniel Townsend, Dylan Jacobs, and Nat something-hard-to-pronounce
(all cool fifth graders) were having a spitting contest. They stood different distances from the big rock in the playground, each issuing a
series of ptoo, ptoo, ptoo, noises as their globs of spit arched through
the air and hit the rock. Each time they hit the rock, their spit glistening
in the sun and trailing down the sides, they took a step back and tried
again. To the right of them I noticed Amber running across the playground, her stupid pigtails bouncing off her stupid head as she ran. I
could hear the bus shifting gears around the corner, and I knew this was
my moment. Amber cut in front of the whole line to go stand with
Heather (who used to be my best friend until Amber stole her). They
hugged each other and Amber looked over Heather's shoulder and
smirked at me. I smiled sweetly back. "Hey, Heather! You wanna see
what I got?" I called to the front of the line. All the kids between us
turned to look.
Heather glanced nervously at Amber who was glaring me down,
"Um, sure. OK."
I sauntered to the front of the line, slowly pulling my hat out of my
bag. I heard some sixth-grade girl whisper, "Cute," to her friend as I
walked by them. "It's my new hat," I said to Heather, while glaring back
at Amber. "Like it?" I positioned it on my head and a few girls gathered
around me, all oohing at it.
"I love it!" Tammi said. "I want one!" Marcy whined. "Hey, that's
really cool," Heather said and reached out, her jelly bracelets tumbling
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down her arm, and felt the fuzzy ball at the top. I could smell the strawberry perfume she always wore and it made me miss her. "Where'd you
get it?"
I smiled broadly as the bus doors swung open with a groan. "At the
Gall-errr-iaaa," I said, slowly stretching out the last word, savoring it
because I knew Amber wasn't allowed to go there. By this time kids were
shuffling past us and beginning to get on the bus, and Dylan Jacobs
heard me. "Hey," he hit me on the shoulder, "you went to the Galleria?"
I nodded, my mouth hanging open. Out of the corner of my eye I could
see Amber's cheeks redden with anger until her face matched her
flaming hair.
"I heard they got a new skate shop," Dylan said and smiled. "You
go in there?"
"Oh, yeah," I nodded emphatically, "it's really rad."
"Cool." He nodded and started to step up into the bus and looked
over his shoulder. "Nice hat."
And that's when Amber lost it. "Wait!" she shrieked, and everybody
turned to look at her, even the kids already in the bus hung out of their
windows to look down on us. "You know why she's wearing this hat?"
A few younger kids shook their heads but mostly everyone just glanced
nervously between my face and hers. Amber took a step to the side and
stood before the line; she had center stage. "It's ... to keep her wig on!
Trashley wears a wig!" With one swift movement she ripped the hat off
my head and held it above me. She was much taller than me, with long
gangly legs hanging out of her blue shorts like noodles.
"Gimme my hat!" I jumped up and down reaching for it. A crowd
of kids gathered around us, and I saw the bus lady lean her head out the
open door and roll her eyes.
"And you know whyyyyy Trashley wears a wig?" she sang and triumphantly waved my hat like a flag at all the kids in the bus. "It's
because she has cancer! Just like the cafeteria lady!" She laughed hysterically. The other kids started laughing, too. The bus lady waddled off
the bus and barked out, "OK, Amber, that's it!"
"I don't have cancer and I don't wear a wig, you, you ... bitch ass
dick face!'' I heard all the kids behind me gasp in unison and some of
the older boys started snickering.
The bus lady jabbed her little sausage fingers towards me, "You!
Trucker mouth! Shut it!"
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I didn't know what a bitch ass dick face was or where that came
from, but I did know that I hated, hated, Amber McNulty for making
me feel this way. I kicked her in the shin and she grabbed her leg, pulling
it to her chest while dropping my hat in the mud. I picked it up and she
started pulling on my hair, my blond strands ripping out between her
fingers.
"Oh yeah," she yelled, "I bet I can pull this wig right off!"
The bus lady separated us, held us apart at arms' distance, the skin
of her rose-tattooed biceps swinging back and forth, like the floppy
growth of a turkey's neck. She crooked her elbow around Amber's neck
and started dragging her into the bus. Amber pointed her finger at the
whole line before being yanked through the doors.
"She does so, and if any of you sit next to her, you'll catch it too!"
I got on behind her and started kicking at the heels of her shoes. She sat
down next to Heather who turned her head towards the window when .
I sulked by. The only person who let me sit by her was Lupe. I was so
angry and embarrassed I didn't even look at her. I just sat at the back of
the bus the whole ride home, choking back tears and glaring at Amber's
stupid blue bows, silently vowing to get even with her.
OK, so here's where I start to get mean. I got the idea later that night
while walking down the school-supply aisle of Toys "R" Us with my
mom. As I perused the scented markers, the pencils with the multiplication tables printed right on them, and the glittery plastic rulers, my eyes
rested on a notebook which had a picture of white horses galloping
across a dewy meadow on the cover. I immediately thought of Amber.
Everyone knew she was obsessed with horses. She had two of her own,
Tinkerbelle and Bluebell, and she competed in junior talent horse shows
every year. In her desk, she kept a blue ribbon for jumping and brought
it out for every single show-and-tell, even though the teacher always told
her she had to bring in something new. I snatched the notebook off the
rack and gripped it tightly against my flat chest. I stood in the middle of
that aisle in my muddy red hat and overalls, not even noticing all the
little kids running around me with their stuffed animals and baseball
bats, and I felt powerful. I felt as if I was not holding 100 sheets of wideruled paper bound together by spiral wire and two pieces of cardboard,

but holding Amber's dismal fate in my two hands. I decided right then
and there: I was going to write Amber's diary. And then I was going to
show the world. Or just the school but, you know, whatever.
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I went home that day and I ran into my room, locking the door
behind me. I threw myself stomach down on my canopied bed, sent the
stuffed animals tumbling to the ground with a determined sweep of the
arm, and got down to business. I scrawled, "This belongs to Amber
McNulty! No Trespassers! Read it and die!" across the first page. Then
I drew her some horseshoes in the margins for good measure. The first
entry was all about her crush on Tad Newstetter, the boy who peed his
pants every time he got up to bat during P.E. baseball. I wrote about his
amazing eyes, the way his hair curled around his ears and how she felt
as if she could relate to him because she too had rubber sheets on her
mattress. I wrote about how she wished to God she didn't smell so bad
so that she could talk to him without being embarrassed. I wrote about
how she would sneak into his lunch bag during recess, pull out his sandwich and lick it because she figured that would be the closest she would
ever get to kissing him. I wrote all night long. When my dad knocked on
my door and told me it was time for dinner, I said I had a stomach ache.
After my mom read to me and turned off the lights, I waited a few minutes and pulled my flashlight out from under my bed so I could write
some more.
I became obsessed. The next week as I sat through class all I could
think about was getting home to write in that journal. I barely even
noticed when Amber would walk by and give me a wet willie or a chant,
"St. Jude's, St. Jude's" under her breath at me. During soccer practice,
out on the field while picking dirt out of my cleats with a stick, I daydreamed about more scathing secrets I could ghostwrite for Amber. I
became bold. I started writing in it right there in the living room, in front
of my parents. Occasionally I'd snicker to myself when I wrote something particularly clever, like how Amber thought the whiskered bus
driver named Pearl was her real mother because they looked so much
alike. During these moments my parents would look up from the crime
novels they were always reading and ask me what I was doing. "Oh,
homework," I'd say, smiling brightly. They congratulated me on
becoming such a studious young girl.
Truth was, I hadn't done a stitch of homework since I got that notebook. I spent all my time concocting stories in my head and putting
them on paper. I didn't care about watching Nickelodeon after school or
listening in on my sister's phone conversations anymore. So many days
I brought the notebook to school, ready to release it and ruin Amber's
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reputation once and for all, but I just couldn't part with it. I'd take it
back home and fill the pages up with poetry devoted to Amber's fascination with our principal's round butt and stories about how she would
secretly sprinkle steak seasoning on worms and eat them. Eventually,
one morning before school, heavyhearted, I came to the last page. I
scribbled, "If found return to AMBER MCNULTY 2112 Beechwood
Drive (the big purple house)."
I rode the bus to school that day with mixed emotions. I felt a certain sense of pride as I walked down the noisy aisle and expertly stepped
over the long leg Amber had jutted out in front of me. But as I sat there
on the sticky pleather bus seat, holding my breath so as not to smell the
tuna fish and jelly sandwich Lupe always ate in the morning, a feeling
of longing overcame me. That notebook had become a sort of friend to
me over the past month. I didn't want to give it up even though I told
myself it was the right thing to do. I sighed and looked out the window,
bouncing a few inches in the air each time the bus hit a pothole, just
staring at all the housewives pushing their babies in strollers down the
sidewalks and all the high-school kids waiting at the corners for their
own buses to come. Then I saw Amber's two red pigtails whip around
like a helicopter; she squinted her eyes at me and raised one long finger,
up from behind the back of her bus seat. I knew it was only her ring
finger, but I got the message all the same. I peered down into my bag and
said a silent farewell to my old friend. The day had come.
I sat down in class that morning, swinging my feet under my desk,
biting my cheeks and glancing around the room. I tried to remain calm
and inconspicuous. When Mrs. Johnson asked for someone to lead the
class in the Pledge of Allegiance, I raised my hand. When Donny
Bratman broke his pencil, I loaned him one of mine. When someone had
to pass out the scissors and glue sticks, I volunteered. I was, in appearance, a model student.
See, I had a plan. There was this girl in my class, Marcy Jacobs. Well,
Marcy had some kinda bathroom problem. I mean, she had to be
excused at least once an hour. And the teachers always let her go
because, well, she had doctors' notes and everything. The other thing
about Marcy was that she was a notorious gossip. She even wrote her
own gossip column called "From Me to You" on binder paper and sold
it for a nickel during lunch. She sat right next to me in class. "Hey,
Marcy," I whispered at her. She stared ahead at the blackboard and ner-
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vously smoothed her brown bob. "Marcy," I hissed. She pushed up on
her glasses, and her big marble eyes stared at me through the magnifying
lenses. Although she was only nine, she already looked like a librarian.
"What?" she snapped.
"Don't you have to go to the bathroom?"
"Nooo." Her eyes scanned my face for a moment. "Why?"
"I don't know." I folded one leg beneath me and stared at the back
of Amber's head while gnawing on my fingernail. "Just wondering." I
was getting impatient. The lunch bell was going to ring in twenty minutes. The ticking of the clock amplified and had become a pounding
hammer in my head. Mrs. Johnson's Christopher Columbus lecture had
become muted to a dull, irritating drone.
"Psst, Marcy!"
"You're gonna get us in trouble," she sighed and tugged the bottom
of her sweater vest.
"You wanna split this with me?" I pulled a chilled CapriSun out of
my bag and flipped it upside down, punching the yellow straw through
the silver bottom.
"You can't drink in class." She licked her lips. "Is that Paradise
Sunset?"
I nodded and raised my eyebrows. "You want some?" She glanced at
Mrs. Johnson, then snaked her hand out and grabbed it. I smiled. "You
know what? You keep it. I've got to go to the bathroom." I raised my
hand and asked to be excused. I ran down the brown-and-white tiled
hall, my sneakers slapping across the linoleum floor, and with a smack
of my palm, pushed open the door to the girl's bathroom. I pulled the
notebook out from the waistband of my pink sweatpants where I had
been hiding it against my stomach. I lifted it up high in the air, clutching
it tightly with both of my hands and threw it right into the center of the
dirty floor, but I knew the rewards would be well worth it. I waved
good-bye to it, caught a glimpse of myself, sweaty and red-faced in the
mirror, and ran back to class. I took a few deep breaths before I swung
the door open.
I took my seat without even a glance at anyone. I had to bite my lip
from bursting out laughing. I thought about sad things, like the end of
Old Yeller and when my Pretty Princess makeup set melted all over the
front seat of my mom's car, but even the memory of when I accidentally
tucked the back of my dress into my tights and walked down the hall
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with my underwear showing couldn't sober my mood. Just as I had
picked up my pencil, my teacher, Mrs. Johnson, said, "Oh, Ashley, you're
back. Good. You guys sit still, I just have to run to the washroom."
My heart dropped into my stomach. I couldn't breathe. My mouth
dropped open and I involuntarily smacked Marcy's thigh. "Hey," she
pushed on her glasses and glared at me. I felt like I was gonna puke.
Everything was in slow motion; the clicks of the ceiling fan sounded like
the clicks of a revolver. Amber's curly pigtails swung behind her like two
little nooses in the wind. I lowered my forehead to the cool desktop, like
a man surrendering to the guillotine.
I had not counted on my teacher finding the notebook. This was not
in my plans. Neither was disguising my own handwriting. So when I
watched Mrs. Johnson try to return the book to Amber at lunch (I was
standing on a log outside the window, peeking in) and I saw Amber
wrinkle her brow in confusion and hand it back to her, I turned and ran.
I sprinted across the yard, seeing only a blur of green grass and blue sky
bouncing before me. My legs pumped furiously and my lungs burned
with a feeling that wouldn't be matched until I tried my first cigarette
almost a decade later. I almost made it. The lunch-duty lady appeared
out of nowhere. I twisted my body into an Sand tried to dodge her huge
arms. I heard her yell to nobody in particular, "We got a runner," as she
caught me by the shoulder and locked me beneath her soft armpit. She
leaned her curly mop hair down an inch from my face and breathed her
moldy cottage-cheese breath into my face. "You just earned yourself a
one-way ticket to the principal's office, young lady. Go get your stuff
from your classroom."
When I got back to my empty classroom, Mrs. Johnson was
standing there with her arms folded across her chest. I didn't even try to
deny it. She stood by her desk, and there was the notebook, flipped
open, lying right next to an essay I had written on toadstools. It all
matched: the dots over the i's, the bubbly exclamation marks, the
flowery cursive. Mrs. Johnson said she couldn't believe it, that she had
never seen such malicious behavior. I told her about the cancer thing and
the hat things. She said, "Ashley, little girls are mean to each other. In
fact," she pulled off her glasses and stuck the end in her mouth, "big girls
are mean to each other too. You're just going to have to accept that. This
won't be the last time a friend treats you badly. But you have to ignore
it and not become that sort of person." She put her glasses back on and
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said through a clenched jaw, "You do not do this. This is unheard of.
You must've spent weeks doing this. This kind of devotion chills me,
Ashley. It chills me." She flipped through it and blew her bangs up off
her forehead.
"Wait," I ran back to my desk and pulled my own journal out.
"Look," I held it out to her with trembling hands. "Take it," I said.
"Look at all she's done to me," I cried, "it's all right there." But she said,
"I don't read other people's journals, Ashley, and I certainly don't write
them."
So that's what happened. I had to do four weeks recess detention,
meet with the principal, and write an essay on how I planned to change
my lying ways. Mrs. Johnson called my parents in for a conference. My
mother came home embarrassed and angry; she wouldn't even look at
me the whole night, but my dad seemed to think it was all rather funny
and he told me he especially liked the part where I said Amber likes to
collect her dog's drool and rub it in her hair to make it shiny. But he also
really really reeked of cologne. The worst part was I had to go over to
Amber's house with my mother to apologize to Amber and her mother.
We stood there, like two teams on either side of the front door, her
mother glaring with disgust at my mother and Amber sucking on her
teeth, rolling her eyes at me as I forced out an, "I'm sorry." My mother
said she couldn't believe I put her in that situation and she couldn't even
imagine what Mrs. McNulty would be telling the ladies at the PTA
meeting tomorrow.
Amber, of course, told everyone, and everyone, of course, took her
side. After that incident I was not to be trusted. Even my new best friend
Lupe seemed to keep her distance from me. It was a lonely time for a
nine-year-old. I knew I was supposed to be sorry and everything, but the
truth was I was only sorry that I had gotten caught. I continued to write
Amber's journals for her all throughout grade school, even after she
moved to Ohio in sixth grade. It made me feel better. I just never showed
anybody. After awhile, it wasn't really about Amber. It was more about
the idea of Amber, or girls like her. Although she was gone, there was
always an Amber. And there was always a notebook.
So now you know. I was a mean kid. I was probably just as bad as
Amber. And here I am now, sitting at Gina's desk wondering if this will
make me as bad as her. Wondering if I even care. That~s the real ques-
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tion, I guess. They say you should rise above this sort of stuff, that two
wrongs don't make a right, but they also say an eye for an eye and all's
fair in love and war. They say a lot. It gets confusing.
I hear the faint ding of the elevator down the hallway and muffled
laughter getting closer and closer. I can hear Craig talking about some
new inflatable mattress he just invented and how all he needs is to get it
patented. I take the mouse and highlight the entire message, ready to
delete it, ready to prove I won't sink to Gina's level or to Amber's level.
Then my eyes catch that photo up there on the bulletin board. It's one
of those pictures where one person is holding the camera out and you
can just see these two big smiling heads and one fuzzy out-of-focus arm.
They're standing in Terrance's bedroom. I helped him pick out those
yellow curtains covering the window. I can see the collar of Gina's shirt,
blue linen with white polka dots. It's my shirt. I loaned it to her a long
time ago, and I got it back from her before I even caught them together.
This must've been going on for much longer than I thought. I hear the
door to our office swing open and I can hear feet scuffling across the
thick, scratchy carpet. I decide I don't need to prove to myself that I'm
a better person; I already know it. I press down on the send key, and I
pray that one day we'll all be able to learn from our mistakes.
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Cat Piss and Strawberries
Lex Sonne

I GOT OFF THE BLUE LINE AT WASHINGTON AND CLIMBED THE SPIT-STAINED
stairs to the city. The pigeons were crowded around the eternal flame in
Daley Plaza, their gray, pink, black, and white feathers ruffling as the
wind blew. I slipped the black canvas coat off and threw it over my
shoulder, looked down at the faded Levis and wished I had a little more
ass to fill them out. Maybe I could go down to a thirty-two from a
thirty-three. Maybe I could quit being a bitch and worrying about my
Jeans.
The December air felt good on my bare arms and my breath puffed,
then vanished. A bum was spread out on a gray granite bench by
Randolph Street, wrapped in an old army-green down jacket, a red scarf
tied around his poor head. His dirt-black hands held a cardboard sign
that read, in purple marker: Hungry. Please Help. I dropped a handful
of change in his crunched cup and he never opened his eyes. To the
north, the Riverfront Towers stood, spiraling, looking like corncobs
stuck in the concrete banks of the Chicago River, the river running backwards, draining Lake Michigan forever. I stared up at them like a kid,
not watching the sidewalk, like I'd never seen them before, like someone
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was watching me and I wanted to look like a kid, like I wanted to be
impressed, or in awe, or in a dream, like I wanted to be a kid.
Jacob called last night and it went like this:
"Shane, it's Jacob. You going to the Night of the Hunter show?"
"When is it?"
"Tomorrow night, at the Subterranean in Wicker Park."
"I don't-"
"Come to my office when you get off work. Bring a girl. I'm going
to take Sylvia. I'll treat everyone to dinner-something nice."
"I don't have anyone to-"
"What about Gibson's on Rush? I've been craving some steak, man.
Some real protein. The girls might not like it but there's always the
Australian lobster-sweetest shellfish in the world. Be at my office
around seven. I'm going to have some paperwork to finish after court.
Tell me you can be there by seven."
"Yeah, sure. What's the address?"
"Seventy North Wacker, suite 1608. Seven o'clock."
"All right, man. How have you been?"
"Good. Spent the weekend with my kid. Gotta go." Click.
I'd met Jacob two years ago at a twelve-step meeting in the greentiled basement of St. Luke's Church on Illinois Avenue. He'd gotten
sober because his wife had left him and his law practice was crumbling.
I'd gotten sober because I couldn't quit crying and was scared to walk
to the 7-Eleven to buy a pack of Juicy Fruit. Whenever Jacob spoke at
meetings, he would fill his sentences with four- and five-syllable words
and always end with, "I was totally drenched in booze." He reminded
me of an uncle I'd always looked up to who was on the medical board
at the University of Louisville and kept Uzis in his truck and his speedboa ts, a true madman.
I can't remember what Seventy North Wacker looked like. The
buildings are so packed together in that part of the city that it is hard to
distinguish one from the other. I think it was modern and ugly: all black
windows and nothing to distinguish it from the other moderns with
their lack of style and boring, uninspired lines, like the lives they hold
up every day in their cubicles with nothing but coffee and the dream of
a lunch break for support, for life.
The overweight black guard behind the desk didn't look up from her
copy of some celebrity magazine. There were at least six or eight eleva-
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tors in a row, all open, which made me hesitate before choosing one.
On the sixteenth floor, Jacob was on his cell in the hallway by the
entrance of the men's restroom. I started down the hall, and his words
finally hit my eardrums as I passed a brass water fountain sticking out
of the rust painted wall: "I know that the motherfucker doesn't want me
to call him to the stand. Michael, I tell you. Michael- Will you let me
say something? You get the guy to the courtroom and it will be over. The
case will be over tomorrow." Jacob looked at me, covered the phone
with his hand, and pointed to the end of the hallway. "Eight, Shane. Tell
Sara to let you into my office. Haven't been able to take a fucking piss
all day." He grimaced, took his hand off the receiver, and went back to
his conversation.
Sara was blond and not much older than me, maybe younger. I
couldn't believe the receptionist would still be there at six-thirty, but
there she was, reading the same magazine that the security guard was
busy with in the lobby. She had on a baby blue, scoop-neck wool
sweater that showed the top of her tan tits. The tan seemed much more
out of place in December Chicago than in the Southern winter months.
The tan made me feel sorry for her for some reason, and I thought I
might cry if I thought about it anymore, so I thought instead of two
chocolate Labrador puppies, one biting the other on the ear with its
sharp little teeth.
I drummed my fingers on the top of the desk: pinky, ring finger,
middle, index, index; pinky, ring finger, middle, index, index. Sara
looked up with her brown eyes and pointy nose, and I touched my face
for no other reason than that I hadn't talked to a woman for several
hours.
"Jacob," I pointed over my shoulder with my thumb, "said that
you'd let me into his office."
"Oh, yeah," she closed the magazine and held her place with her
finger. Her nails were fake and pink. "It's back there to the right. It's the
only office without a number. He made them remove it for some
reason." She smiled and her teeth were white, very white.
I grinned back at her and was so glad I had dimples. "Is it open?"
"He never locks it," she said, her attention back on the magazine.
"He's a character, isn't he?"
"I don't know. He's pretty nice to me," she said without looking up.
"Yeah, he's a good guy." I figured I'd leave it at that-seemed I'd
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have much more fun with the puppies. "The one without a number?" I
pointed back down the hall.
"Yep." She turned to a spread with five actresses, all in a similar
short white dress, with the words WHO WEARS IT BEST? in bright
pink letters.
Jacob's office was not what I had imagined when I considered what
a lawyer's office would be. I opened the door to what instantly registered as a fort I had built in my grandparent's basement back when I was
seven or nine years old. I had constructed the fort's walls with twogallon buckets of green beans. I don't know why my grandparents had
invested in fifty cans of uncut green beans but they had, and I was pretty
pumped to build a fort with them. I think I remember knocking the cans
over-straight karate-kicking the damn things when I was finished
building the walls, but that might be a stretch. I also remember my
grandmother being pretty pissed off about the cans being dented, but I
could have made that up, too. Jacob's fort was built with military
rations of dehydrated hamburger patties and pork cutlets. Towering
behind the military rations, stacked to the ceiling along three walls, were
gallons and gallons of spring water.
I followed the path between the cans of meat that opened before his
desk, where two large, cherry chairs, upholstered in cabernet red silk,
stood before the cherry desk that must have weighed more than a slab
of dense marble. Behind it was a view of the city to the east and Lake
Michigan with its shore and no end. The day was clear, but the falling
sun made the lake look dark and deep.
In the back corner stood a burgundy safe with the words Browning
Firearms written in gold. I knew the combination would turn smoothly,
without a noise, and I wanted to play with it but didn't. A massive
cherry bookcase holding the complete works of Hemingway, Joyce,
Nabokov, Dickens, Lord Byron, Whitman, Tolstoy, Wolfe, Faulkner,
Dostoevsky, and Twain, in that order, stood against the wall.
I sat down on the red silk and picked up a copy of Modern Gunner. I
flipped the pages but didn't look at the words or the guns. I thought about
Sara out there reading her magazine, how she had hardly paid me any
attention, how her round cheeks reminded me of Hailey, my ex-girlfriend
back in Kentucky. Hailey looked younger than Sara, more girlish; I was
glad Sara was there because the thought of Hailey calmed me, always.
Then I thought of all the great sex I had with Hailey and my dick
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got hard like a seventh grader's in history class. It wouldn't go away no
matter how I tried to concentrate on the words describing the new
Benelli twelve-gauge shotgun with flawless automatic action that was
guaranteed not to jam in temperatures down to seventy-five degrees
below zero. The damn hard-ons had been popping up ever since last
Wednesday when I'd cut the dose of Effexor down to 37.5 milligrams.
Now I was taking nothing, and the boners kept popping up everywhere
and becoming a damn nuisance. I could come in a matter of minutes
now, a matter of seconds, actually. I couldn't last more than thirty seconds that morning in the shower, and I was ready again. The different
antidepressants had caused decreases in my libido over the years. I
hadn't noticed it when I was younger. Then, around eighteen or
twenty-I think I was taking Paxil then-yeah, Paxil for sure. I had
switched from Zoloft to Paxil when I was admitted to Dogwood Health
Center, or the psych ward, whatever, when I was seventeen. So by eighteen I was taking Paxil, which seemed to work better. Actually I couldn't
tell much of a difference, but I did start noticing side-effects: slight dizzy
spells when I sprinted, not when I was at a good jog, but definitely when
I sprinted; a decrease in libido, and it took me longer to come, which
would be what? The opposite of premature ejaculation? Who knows? It
just took me a long time to come and even longer if I was drinking. I
don't know if it was the drinking or the pills. If I was doing coke, I was
a NO GO-RED LIGHT. I didn't even care about women on coke, and
Hailey didn't like me much on coke, so it kind of worked out.
By twenty-two I had a new psychiatrist, a guy I saw once a week in
Louisville who drove a green Jaguar XK with camel interior and always
told me how much potential I had, and how good-looking I was and
other compliments that I'd heard all my damn life. He knew his psychopharmaceuticals, I'll give him that. Besides, he was dealing with a
spoiled twenty-two-year-old cokehead; what else was he going to say?
I switched to Effexor at twenty-two when the coke hangovers
started getting bad. The dizzy spells vanished, and I could rub one off in
under six minutes most of the time if I was sober, maybe faster on hangover days. But now, in Jacob's office at Seventy North Wacker, I hadn't
had an antidepressant in my system for over a week, and the pain of sex
was pushing against the Levis and ... Jacob walked through the door.
"You ready for the best steak in Chicago? What are you going to
order? You're hungry, aren't you?" He passed the chair and slapped me
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hard on the chest.
"Yeah-"
"You didn't eat anything all day, did you?" He sat down at the desk
and opened a drawer. His face was dark, and thin lines ran from the outside corner of his eyes toward his hair which was more gray than black.
"I haven't had anything but two of those Cold Buster smoothies from
.... What's that place?"
"Jamba Juice?"
"That's it. I love that fucking place. The Cold Buster. I get them to
put two shots of that wheatgrass shit in there-turns the whole thing
green. You wouldn't even know it was made with oranges. You've got to
try one," he said, opening a drawer in the desk and closing it hard, then
opening another. "You want to pick up a couple on the way out?"
"I don't know. Whatever," I shrugged.
"No. Bad idea. Ruin our appetites. The filet or the ribeye? I bet
you're a ribeye guy. Southern guy and all. I bet you like a nice, marbled
ribeye, medium rare. No," he looked at me out of the corner of his eye
and pointed, "rare."
"I don't know, Jacob. I like a good steak. What's up with your
office?" I said looking around at the walls of cans and water that surrounded me.
"The gun safe and magazines are just for show, to make my clients
think I'm a badass." He winked. His dark eyes sat back deep in his skull
so they were always shadowed. "But, you can never be too prepared."
"Never too prepared? For what? World War III?"
"World War III. Jesus coming back to teach this country a lesson.
Another terrorist attack. The Sears Tower is only two blocks away. They
arrested three of those towel-head fucks last week in Miami with a plan
to take down the Sears Tower." He slammed the desk drawer and stood
up. The photo of his kid wobbled, then settled back on its stand.
"I thought you were Jewish?"
"I am Jewish."
"Why Jesus then?" I asked, pushing myself up from the chair.
"What?" He frowned.
"The second coming?"
"I can't talk about Jesus because I'm Jewish?"
"That's what I thought."
"Your Southern ass doesn't know anything about Jews."
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"Yep. Know they're tight as hell and they'll steal you blind."
"Steal you blind?" He wrinkled his brow. "I don't know about that,
Mr. Faulkner."
"Whatever. A Jew's a Jew." I didn't really know what I meant by
that, but it seemed like the right thing to say.
He grabbed his black wool overcoat from the coat rack and started
around the desk. "You don't know shit about Jews."
"I don't really want to," I said with a big-ass grin.
Jacob had parked the Porsche in an open lot five blocks away. I was
about to tear into him with another Jewish rant on parking an $80K car
in an open lot, but I decided to let it go.
The inside was a mess: at least eight or ten Jamba Juice cups in the
back seats, a copy of the February edition of Playboy lying tattered on
the floorboard with a blond I didn't recognize on the cover in a cute
white tank-top and holding a red, heart-shaped pillow over her crotch,
along with empty bottles of water, cans of energy drinks, gum wrappers,
an old copy of the Chicago Tribune, and a black gym bag. Somehow the
car smelled good-cinnamon and something clean like a plum. The
Porsche was black on black, that's black paint and black leather interior.
The wheels weren't black; they were polished aluminum, but the fronts
were covered with so much brake dust that they looked painted.
Jacob slid into the seat and fired the engine. I threw the gym bag in
the back and stood there for a second until he noticed me.
"What?" he asked.
"What?" I asked back. "Where in the hell am I supposed to sit?"
"Oh shit. Aren't you used to riding in the back of pickup trucks?"
he said as he shoveled some of the trash into the back. "Get your ass in
here."
Gibson's isn't far from the loop, four or six blocks north on Rush,
where all the women besides the tourists are six foot and scary hot with
high cheekbones that haunt me in my dreams. Fifty percent of the men
work at the Mere, forty percent are lawyers, and the other ten are
tourists. I couldn't believe Jacob was going to pay for valet, but I figured
that's what he was thinking since there wasn't a chance of scoring a spot
in the Gold Coast at eight o'clock on a Friday.
I expected him to kill the Porsche. I grabbed the handle above the
passenger window as he took a left onto Washington, but he went
through the gears like a bitch. I looked at him like I was staring at a
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person asking me if I saw the purple frogs falling from the sky yesterday.
"Why don't you drive this thing?"
"I am driving. What in the fuck do you think I'm doing?" he said
with both hands on the wheel.
"Let it eat."
"Eat what?" he looked at me with nothing, then right back to the
road.
"This is a Porsche Carrera 4. You don't even know how to drive this
thing?"
"I don't know what you're talking about. I think I'm driving fine."
I shook my head and grinned. "You've got to let me drive when we
get out of Gibson's. I'll show you how to drive a fucking Porsche."
"Sure. I don't like this rough riding son-of-a-bitch anyway. I don't
even know why I bought it. Fuck cars," he said, punched the gas, and
immediately let off. "Who's meeting you down here?"
"Nobody," I said, rubbing the two-days growth of stubble on my
chin.
"Nobody?" He looked at me sideways, his face contorted. "This is a
fucking dinner date, man. I offer to buy you two plates at Gibson's and
you can't get a fucking date?"
"I don't know, Jacob." I wiped my hand across my forehead, and it
was slick with sweat. The pink fuzz seeped out of the round A/C vents
and I coughed hard to keep it out of my lungs.
"What about that young girl, Carmen?"
"Damn it, I forgot to pick her up," I said under my breath.
"What?"
"I was supposed to pick her up from school this afternoon. She's in
high school, for God's sake. Her parents aren't going to let her-"
"Fuck it. Call her." He held out his cell phone as if I didn't have one
in my pocket.
I shook my head. "She lives way up north in Lake Forest."
Cars were honking behind us now. A guy in a black Audi A8 pulled
up beside us and flipped Jacob the bird. Jacob smiled, waved back at
him and mouthed the words, "Have a nice day."
"Who's that other chick? The one you work with?"
"Leigh. I called her, and she never called back." I glanced behind us.
"You're holding up traffic, Jacob."
"Do you think I don't know that, Shane?"
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I shrugged and looked out the windshield like a chastised child.
"Where's she live? We'll pick her up." He put the car in gear and
waited for my response.
"Where is she gonna sit? On the fucking Jamba Juice cups in the
back?"
"Fuck it. Here." He pulled from the stop sign and took a left on
Rush. "I'll get out at Gibson's and you take the car."
I thought, What the hell? I'd always wanted to drive a Porsche
anyway.
At Gibson's, Jacob pulled up behind one black and one white Range
Rover, and a dark blue Maserati. Sylvia was standing under the awning
smoking a thin cigarette and talking on her cell phone.
"Goddamn, Jacob. Every time I see her, she gets hotter," I said.
The Maserati pulled away, the Range Rovers eased up, and a skinny
black man in a white shirt and black tie walked toward the Porsche.
"Get in this seat and be back here in twenty minutes," he said as he
opened the door.
I hopped out of the seat, jogged around the car, slapped Jacob on the
arm, told the valet I'd be back, jumped in the driver's seat, threw the bastard in gear, and slammed the gas, tearing around the two Rovers. I
could see Jacob staring at my receding taillights through the rearview as
I hit second gear.
I called Leigh and got her message, "This is Leigh. I love you." I
didn't know what that meant but it seemed to fit for some reason. Her
place was in the center of Lincoln Park, three blocks east of preppy-ass
DePaul University. I parked the Porsche in the alley next to the redbrick, four-story walk-up and flipped on the flashers. Cute graystones
surrounded the red monstrosity that Leigh lived in. There was one
window-unit air conditioner hanging from a top floor window. I pushed
the buzzer with the names "Leigh Dye" and "Katie Salomon." A young
couple, both in black North Face fleece coats, walked a chocolate Lab
and pushed one of those baby strollers with the shocks on the front. This
is the best description I can give you of Lincoln Park: black North Face
coats, a chocolate Lab, and a $500 stroller. Why Leigh lived there, I still
have no clue.
"Hello?"
I pushed the button again. I couldn't remember if I had to push the
button or just talk into the speaker. "Is Leigh there?"
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"She's out."
I paused for a second and rubbed my face.
"Do you know where she is?" I asked
"Who is this?"
"Shane. I work with her."
"I don't know you. I don't know where she is."
The line was silent and I wanted to say: I've got a damn Porsche
down here. I think any twenty-something girl would want to be picked
up in a Porsche to go to GibsonJs for lobster. What is the problem here?
Just tell me where she is.
I was about to leave when I heard the slam of a car door behind me.
"Shane?"
I turned as Leigh was stepping onto the curb.
"Hey. I was just about to leave."
I looked at the car pulling away, a Carmen Ghia in avocado green. I
couldn't tell if it was a girl or a guy because whoever it was had long
black hair. I figured it was a guy. I think I wanted it to be a guy for some
reason that I couldn't understand. Leigh's eyes were painted in bright
blue, hot pink, and yellow, and her heart-shaped lips were bright red. I
could see a black T-shirt with some art graffiti across it in carbon gray
and a pair of tight black jeans, under a dark green, military-inspired
wool coat.
"What's up?" she asked. I turned my glare from the Carmen Ghia
taking a right on Fullerton Avenue.
"My friend ... this lawyer guy ... Jacob." The fuzz started to seep
out from under the door to her building, and drops of it fell in a straight
line from the air-conditioning unit in the window above us and trickled
toward my shoes.
"What about him?" she asked.
I looked back at her from the concrete and the pink fuzz. "He
wanted to take us ... me ... well ... me and whoever I wanted, out to
dinner. Gibson's. You know ... the steakhouse on Rush."
"I just ate," she said, unmoved.
"Well ... you could get a drink or something." The wind from Lake
Michigan blew through my jacket, and I rubbed my arms.
"I guess I don't have anything else to do." She shrugged. "You want
to catch a cab?"
"I've got a car," I said pointing over my shoulder at the alley.
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This girl 1s gomg to kill me, I was thinking. I love this, I was
thinking.
Gibson's was packed with the normal crowd, suits and long legs
with skirts. We found Jacob and Sylvia at a table in the massive dining
room. She had a martini, and Jacob had a skinny glass with Diet Pepsi
or Diet Coke and a lime. We sat down and Jacob's eyes went directly for
Leigh. He looked at her like he might eat her. I imagined a steak knife.
No, a Rambo bowie knife and melted butter with a full-bodied cabernet;
if he was going to eat this hipster chick, I figured he'd blow his sobriety
too. He had no shame. He looked at her tits, then her face, then back to
her tits. It didn't seem like Sylvia cared. I'm sure she'd seen it all before.
Her green eyes scanned the dining room over and over as talk of the
winter home in Vail, last night's episode of Sex and the City, and the new
Range Rover Sport that was just too big to park in the Loop bounced
around the room. Sylvia's neck was long and thin, and her lips were
always tight like she was just waiting to say, just dying to say, I canJt
take this Midwest filth. I'm going back to Boston. She was originally
from the East Coast, prep schools in Massachusetts, California, and
London, a BA in Spanish from Brown, and now working on something
at the Art Institute of Chicago-maybe sculpture-I think she was
taking one class per semester and living in Jacob's condo. She sipped her
martini and sucked on the olive, never eating it.
Jacob and Leigh were lost in conversation over Jane Austen. Jacob
had received his degree in English literature from the University of
Chicago before he went to law school at Northwestern. He told me he
had chosen Northwestern because there were too many fags at U of C,
and he was tired of fags back then. I had no clue if that was the case,
but I figured I'd take his word on it. When I asked him what he scored
on the LSAT, he said calmly, without looking at me, "Perfect."
"Name me ten Southern writers who died of alcoholism," Jacob
shouted, making me bang the green mouth of the sparkling water on my
upper teeth.
"I don't know, Jacob," I said rubbing my teeth with my tongue.
"This boy," he said looking at Leigh and shaking his head. "He says
he's Southern, but without the accent, I wouldn't believe him."
"You want Southern, Jacob? You really want Southern? All right." I
set the green bottle on the white tablecloth, and started in on these
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people because I was kind of pissed for a couple of reasons: One: Leigh
had told me on the way to the restaurant, out of the blue, that she
wouldn't fuck me just because I had nice cars. Two: I didn't really like
Sylvia-I pictured her as something like an ice dildo shoved up my asswhich could be fun, but not if it was Sylvia. Three: I spat when I got out
of the car, and Leigh said I was disgusting, and, four: The bottle of Knob
Creek bourbon that I could barely see standing like a brown stripper
above the bar was making me sweat more than I was before I got there.
I sucked on my sore front teeth and started real slow. "I used to frog
gig with my father in the Beachfork River. Any of you know anything
about gigging frogs?" I looked at each one of them. "I doubt it," I continued. "First, you get a good flashlight and one of these big ten-foot
poles with five sharp-ass prongs on the end called a gig. You take these
out with you to the river at night, black as hell with snakes and leeches
and flies. Not flies like you all have up here, but big green flies the size
of a quarter. I used to gig 'em," I emphasized the "gig" because I was sure
they'd never heard the word before, "with my father when I was eight
or ten years old. Then, later, when I'd go with my buddies in high school,
we'd just shoot them in the head with rifles. But we'll stick to the gigging because it's more fun that way." I took a drink of the water and
cracked my knuckles. "So, you walk through this nasty-ass river with a
flashlight, scanning the banks for a pair of big, neon green eyes. When
you spot a pair, you keep that bright fucking light right in their eyes so
they don't move. It's just like a deer in the headlights, same principle.
Now, these frogs aren't little tree toads. These are big three-foot-long
bullfrogs that eat small birds, and their bodies are slowly pumping in
and out as their little pinhole nostrils pull in the muddy air and push it
back out. You've got the flashlight in one hand, shining the beam into
the poor bastard's eyes, and the gig in the other, and you slowly inch the
prongs towards the frog's head." I had my right hand raised over my
shoulder clutching an invisible gig like a spear, and I looked into Sylvia's
eyes with this crazy grin and continued. "When you have those prongs
a couple of inches from the bumpy little bastard's noggin ... barn." I
smacked the table and the glasses, bread plates, and silver shook. Sylvia
put her slim fingers to her mouth. "You shove that son-of-a-bitch
through the frog's skull. You hear that last little croak, and the blood
oozes out of his head with parts of his brain and other green and yellow
shit." I grabbed a piece of bread from the basket the waiter had just left
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and took a bite. "You usually stay out until two or four in the morning
and gig around ... oh, I don't know, forty-eight or fifty of those big bastards. The next day, in ninety-degree heat, you strip off the skin, cut the
legs from the body, and throw the head and entrails to the green flies.
The legs are tasty with a nice beer batter."
I could have told them how my brother used to shoot house cats
from the back porch with his high-powered rifle, and how their heads
exploded like a watermelon thrown from a balcony, or how Dad hung
whitetail deer from the rafters of the garage, and cut them from their
throats to their assholes, and how the blood smelled sweet unless the
intestines were shot, and then it smelled like green baby shit.
Both of the girls' eyes were wide, and Sylvia still had her hand over
her mouth. Jacob had a big-ass smile across his face.
Sylvia didn't eat a thing. Jacob and I split her lobster tail, but the
steak went in the trash. Usually I would have lamented the loss of such
a good piece of meat, actually felt something for such a waste, but that
night I didn't give a damn.
If Sylvia ever planned on coming to the NOTH show, which I highly
doubt, she wasn't interested after the gigging story. I felt kind of bad, but
Jacob didn't seem to care, so I figured I'd let it go. She caught a cab to
Jacob's condo in Wicker Park, and we hopped in the Porsche, Leigh in
Jacob's lap because I wanted to drive.
I hit North Avenue, dropped the bastard down to second, and
slammed the gas. My 'Vette would have ended up in the Loews Cineplex
Twelve across the street, but the Carrera grabbed the pavement and
took off like cocaine. The clouds hung low over the city and were lit up
like a silver down comforter. At the traffic light on North and Ashland,
a thugged-out black guy with cornrows, who must have been selling lots
of crack or playing for the Cubs, pulled up beside us in a new, cherry
red, BMW M3. Jacob knew I was going to dust this son-of-a-bitch, and
I heard in my head-from Jacob, and myself, and my dad, Shane, you
better get this fucking nigger.
I tached the Porsche to 2500 rpm. A Corvette will spin tires all the
way through third gear if I you tach it at 2500, but I figured the Porsche
could take it. See, a Porsche Carrera 4 is all-wheel drive-that's what the
4 stands for. A Carrera 2 is rear-wheel drive, just like a 'Vette, and they
can't be tached much over 1000 without burning the tires. No one
wants to burn the tires unless they're having fun. The point is to tach the
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car as high as you can without burning the tires because the power is
lost if the tires are spinning. Got it? I hope so, because I can't make it
any simpler.
I looked at Jacob, then at the black dude who was smiling at me
with his grill of gold teeth with diamonds sparkling-two big veins
pumped and stood out from his temple. The Hollywood Diner's yellow
and green neon sign blinked on and off across the hood of both cars
The tach was holding at 2500; a bead of sweat ran down my nose
and I blew it off.
Green.
I dropped the clutch, the Porsche jumped off the line without losing
grip, and Leigh's head snapped back into Jacob's forehead. Going into
second, I saw a girl in perfect jeans, walking west on North Avenue, and
I slammed the gas again. The black dude was far behind, but I couldn't
let up. I hit third and immediately had to slam on the brakes for the
stop sign.
"Jesus Christ," Jacob said.
"There you go using our deity again." I looked at him and smiled
like I had control. "Is your head all right?" I laughed.
"My head is fine," he said as he took a deep breath and put his
rough hand on Leigh's leg. "You need to ask Ms. Leigh if she's OK."
Leigh didn't look at me, just stared out the window like she wanted
to be somewhere other than in this car with the two of us. "The last time
I was with him he almost killed me," she said, still staring out the
window. "He can't scare me."
At the Subterranean, I left Jacob and Leigh on the first floor to find
a restroom and walked up the poorly lit, beer-soaked steps to the second
level with the stage. I spotted Chad, Lisa, and Adam standing together
in the middle of a blackened wood floor directly underneath a massive
chandelier with lights that looked like candles. They were older than
most of the crowd and older than me, in their late twenties. White faced
punks in dark jeans, black T-shirts, and black hoodies, with black hair,
smoking Parliaments or Camels stood facing the stage, watching some
band trying to be the Clash with a fat lead singer, thirty-fivish, in tight
jeans, singing with a fake British accent. The place wasn't packed yet,
and I said a little prayer thanking God that I didn't smell an unwashed
punk yet and asked that only washed ones come out that night.
At the bar I bought an energy drink called KoKaine that was bright,
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toxic orange and tasted like ten thousand Flintstone vitamins. I headed
through the crowd taking large pulls of the KoKaine. I walked up
behind Chad and reached my hand around his waist, sliding it up the
front of his dark gray cashmere sweater and feeling his abs, which were
instantly tense and knobby.
He grabbed my hand, turned around and said something that I
couldn't make out over the music. Lisa glanced over her shoulder at me
and smiled
"What nice abs you have," I yelled over the music. "When are we
going to fuck?"
"Anytime you want, buddy," he yelled back.
I moved in between Chad and Lisa and finished off the KoKaine.
"You got the KoKaine, too?" Lisa held up her plastic cup of the
orange shit and shook it, smiling. She was pale, with dyed blonde hair,
cut with bangs curving slightly around the top of her blue eyes.
"Can you snort it?" I yelled at the two of them.
"You want to go to the bathroom?" Chad said as the music stopped
and the fat guy, his white T-shirt soaked through so you could see the
chest hair that covered his body, walked off stage, then ran back up and
yelled, "Fuck you, Chicago," one last time, grabbed a cup full of beer
from an amplifier, and threw it at the front of the crowd.
"Looks like a good way to relapse," I said to Chad and Lisa as I
pulled a Marlboro Ultra Light from the pack. Lisa lit it with a pink
lighter.
"You better quit touching my boyfriend," she said as I sucked the
first draw into my lungs.
"I can't help it. He's so fucking hot."
"Shane, you need a woman," Chad said, smiling this big toothy grin
that curved up around his nose. His teeth were black at the roots from
years of methadone treatments.
"I know. You get sober and the pussy disappears. I used to have it
anytime I wanted. Now it's desert as far as I can see."
"What's this kid saying?" Adam said as he turned from some girl in
a black hoodie whom I didn't recognize, his beady little green eyes
staring at me and his thin lips pursed together in a straight smile.
"He's saying that being sober, fucking sucks," Chad said and took a
drink of Lisa's KoKaine.
"You don't have to be. There's a bar back there and I'm sure you
could get a bag of whatever you want in this place. Actually," Adam
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pointed to me, then Chad, "I think I saw my old dealer downstairs. You
want me to go get him for you? Grade A tar heroin and flaky cokesome of the best shit in the city."
"Where is he?" I asked, then smiled big and took another draw from
the Ultra Light.
Chad tapped me on the shoulder. "Who's with Jacob?"
I glanced over my shoulder at Jacob and Leigh making their way
through the crowd. "That's Leigh, this girl I work with." I noticed for
the first time how tall Leigh was-at least five-eleven-as Jacob led her
by the hand through the crowd. The walls were black, and there was a
six- or eight-foot-wide wooden sculpture of Medusa over the bar, her
tongue out and her eyes painted deep red, the snakes in her head a dark
green that looked black.
"I thought Jacob was dating that Sylvia chick," Adam said.
"He is. Leigh's with me."
"Good catch," Chad said and punched me soft in the kidney.
NOTH is Night of the Hunter, a progressive punk band made up of
four twenty-something recovering alcoholics/heroin addicts who went
to the same meetings that I, as well as Jacob, Chad, Lisa, and Adam
attended three times a week. Jim was the lead singer and had a tattoo of
a brown moose on his forearm with the word AWESOME under it in
yellow. Jim also had a tattoo of three mallard ducks being chased by a
UFO across his left shoulder. I doubt that he knew the ducks were mallards-I never asked him. Stan played bass and had no tattoos. He dated
a painter from the Art Institute of Chicago, always wore black shoes,
and played a white bass. The drummer was some dude that I barely
knew. David was the lead guitarist with a black tattoo on his left
forearm of a fly with a skull and crossbones on each wing-which was
a symbol for something that I forget-and a pink alien pointing a neongreen pistol on his right. David wore black rimmed glasses and played a
red guitar with a red and green striped strap.
Just as David hit the first chord on his guitar, I felt my cell phone
vibrate in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the display:
CARMEN. Ding. Ding. Ding. Memory restored like a dropkick to the
nugg1es.
I fought my way through the crowd past the bar and pushed the talk
button as I passed the restrooms.
"Hello," I said as I stepped through the open fire-escape door onto
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the black metal landing.
"Where are you?" she asked.
"I'm at this show. I'm sorry about this afternoon. I totally forgot.
I'm sorry. I'll make it up to you," I said as a Blue Line train pulled into
the Darnen stop which was not ten feet from me and level with the fire
escape.
"I can't hear you," she said in an annoyed, pissed-off tone that I
hadn't heard before.
"I'm sorry. It's the train. Just a second ..." I waited for the train to
pull from the platform and continued, "I know I'm an ass. I'll take you
anywhere you want tomorrow night. Wherever you want."
"You don't have to do that," she said, calming down, sounding like
her cute self again.
"Whatever you want. My Saturday is yours."
"I really wanted to see Death of a Salesman at the Steppenwolf."
I rubbed my eyes with my index finger and thumb: $80 a ticket, I
was thinking; $160 for two seats, I was thinking; dinner at Luigi's, I was
thinking; $50 a plate, I was thinking; $100 for dinner, I was thinking;
$260, I was thinking. Dell stock crashing, I was thinking; trust fund running low, I was thinking.
"Are you there, Shane?" she asked, concerned.
"Yeah, sure. Death of a Salesman. I'll buy tickets first thing
tomorrow morning."
"OK," she giggled. "I can't wait. Don't worry about this afternoon,
my mom got off work early."
"Good," I said, still running the figures through my head.
"Have a good time at the show."
"Thanks. Sleep well," I said as another train pulled into the stop.
On the way home in the Porsche, Leigh leaned over and asked if I
wanted to come up to her place. I just stared at her for a second, then
nodded my head and let the car ease into third. She turned around in the
seat and straddled Jacob. She kissed him hard, put her hand down his
pants, and rubbed his cock all the way from Wicker Park to her apartment, which is about ten minutes on a Saturday at one A.M.
She didn't say anything to Jacob as she got out of the car at her
apartment. She headed to the door of her place and left Jacob and me in
the street.
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"I guess she wants me to stay here," I said soberly.
"What about me, man?"
"I don't know. She asked me to come up. Did she ask you?"
"No, but you saw her on the way over here. What's up with that?"
"All I know is that I'm going up to her place. I haven't been laid in
four months. I don't know what to say."
"Well, fuck," he said too loud. "I guess I'll just go home and beat
off."
"I guess," I said. I would have hugged the poor Jew if I didn't have
such a hard on, but I did, so I didn't.
Leigh's apartment had scratched yellow poplar floors, and the ceilings were twelve or fourteen feet. The doors between the rooms had
thick crown moldings, and it smelled of cat piss and strawberries. An air
conditioner unit hung from the window of her room and the cats
couldn't come in. She had explained to me at work that she loved her
roommate's cats, especially Roxy, the long-haired gray one, but they
pissed everywhere because the "bitch" never cleaned the litter box. The
door into her room was heavy and hung off the top hinge, so she had to
lift up on the tarnished black brass doorknob to open it. Deep scratches
ran in a curve that started at the doorjamb and ran to the adjacent wall
from the door ripping into the wood each time it was opened. Her bed
was a black futon with pink and black striped covers and bedspread.
Two large pillows with black skulls and pink crossbones sat propped up
against the metal futon frame, and four smaller ones were scattered
across the bed. The walls were creamy. Water damage had left an image
that looked like an angel near the ceiling at the foot of the futon. The
closet was open with a laundry basket of dirty clothes: pairs of jeans and
black underwear, no thongs, black socks, black T-shirts; a black hoodie
hung in the closet beside a lonely housedress with a red cherry pattern.
Leigh sat on the edge of the unmade futon with her hands pointed
in, towards the bed. Her white forearms looked at me. She stared up at
my eyes, silent, with her chin tucked down to her chest.
"What? " I asked with nothing.
"Do you like my room?"
"It's OK," I shrugged. "Kind of a mess, but intriguing,"
"Do you like girls who are a mess?" She grinned.
I leaned against the wall and thought about turning on the air conditioner. I was sweating. The silver radiator in the corner with a limp
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towel draped over it creaked and popped.
"I don't know. I've never dated a mess before."
"Good. I have a boyfriend."
"What?" I said, pushing off the wall.
"I told you I have a boyfriend. It was the guy who dropped me off
earlier," she said, smiled at me, and pushed air out between her teeth as
a laugh.
"What about us making out last week? What about Jacob in the
car? What about me in your bedroom?"
"What about it?" She kept smiling and I noticed my dick against the
Levis for the first time in the room. "It just seems a little weird. Where I
come from-"
"Why do you always say that?"
"Because you people confuse the fuck out of me."
"You have a dirty mouth," she said and laughed again.
"I have a dirty mouth. Great. You cheat on your boyfriend three times
in a week and I have a dirty mouth, and you chastise me for spitting."
"You do have a dirty mouth, and spitting is disgusting."
"I piss outside, too. You want to watch me piss in an alley sometime
so you can yell at me for that? I used to piss off the back porch of my
house every morning because the air felt good against my skin. What do
you think about that?" I said and smiled.
"I guess I should have known." She shrugged and pushed herself up
off the mattress.
"I bet your boyfriend is a fag," I said as she stepped towards me.
"You shouldn't say fag," she said, and brushed the back of her hand
across my cheek and I could feel her breath.
"I thought you weren't going to fuck me just because I had nice
cars?" I stepped toward her and grabbed her ass.
"I'm not fucking you because you have nice cars," she said as she
unbuckled my belt and kissed me hard on the mouth.
She pulled off my pants, kneeled on the floor and put my dick in her
mouth. She wasn't good at sucking dick. I've been with girls who are
good at sucking dick, girls who leave you feeling like God sat down on
the bed with you and said everything is going to be OK, just for now.
But Leigh's mouth was definitely not God. It's funny because you never
know who is going to be good at it; most aren't, then you get a little
baby-faced girl who doesn't look like she's seen porn before and God
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shows up. But I came. I came hard and fast and my knees buckled and
I thought I might fall to the floor, my head splitting open and my red
blood spilling all over the yellow wood. She didn't expect it. Hell, I
didn't expect it. But I told you about the antidepressants, and I hadn't
been laid in a hell of a long time, and I was ready to go again.
I pulled off her T-shirt, then her black bra with a line of sequins that
ran along the top, and laid her back on the bed and unzipped her jeans.
Her black panties were on her white skin for just a moment and I
thought I might pass out. The panties on just before they aren't, that's
the best part, the best part. Then I was on top of her, my tan skin pushed
against hers, and she was so wet, so wet, all the time. I pushed into her
and thought I was going to come again, but I said, Shane, now don't
come that fast, think of a 2x4 against your shins, think of a rock
crushing into your fore head, think of your grandmother naked. I was
OK for a couple minutes. I rose off her and let my dick slide in and out
of her, quick. She pulled her legs up and put them over my shoulders and
pulled my head close to her mouth and said, "Now fuck me fast, Shane.
Fuck me now, now, fast, fast, fast, fast." And I was pretty damn pumped
about how this was going. I was killing it, and I was licking the side of
her face and then my tongue was in her mouth and it was wet and her
lips were thick and blood-red like they had to be. I looked at her eyes,
the makeup all pink and yellow and blue, and I missed her pupils
because I knew it would be too much.
Then ... her town. I couldn't remember the name of the town she
grew up in and the thought got right in the middle of us, lodged right in
between my flesh and hers. Iowa. I knew Iowa. Two beads of sweat
dropped from my right brow onto her cheek and slid into her dark hair.
On the Mississippi River because she said the place smelled like shit in
July and August, but the name was gone. I remembered to kiss her and
I was afraid my dick was going soft. Then it was her middle name. I
wasn't sure if she'd told me her middle name, but it sure as hell wasn't
in my head anymore. It wasn't a name I would remember an hour from
now after we'd both come, or tomorrow while pouring a bowl of Fruity
Pebbles. It would never be there. Things had been worse; I'd slept with
girls and not known their names-still don't know. But this was different. I considered Leigh something more than a drunken fuck, because,
well ... I hadn't been drunk for two years and my dick was surely going
limp and I was out of rhythm and making a fool of myself. So I con-
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centrated back on fucking her, looked down at my dick going in and out
of her and her white tits moving slightly as we moved. She grabbed my
head with both hands and pulled my ear to her mouth and licked it and
said, "I want you to come in my ass." I fucked her harder, burying my
dick in her, harder and harder and harder and she bit into my forearm.
I took my dick out of her and her ass was already wet so it slid in easy
and slow. "Now just come in me, just come in my ass, Shane. Hurry,
Shane, just come in me, come in me," she was saying past me, to the
ceiling. "Just come in me." And I fell to her, and her stomach and tits
pushed against mine, and she was soft, and I hugged her with everything
I had, like we would be OK someday, like this was all that mattered, and
I came and grunted like an animal and came in her and came in her and
moved slower and came in her, and as I finished, as my breath started to
slow, I knew that things were going to get much worse, much worse.
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A Change Is as Good as a Rest
Jessica M. Young

To MAKE YOURSELF AGAIN INTO SOMETHING ELSE,
something new. That reminds you of that old preacher, Brother Dennis,
who used to come once a week, who you would go to see sometimes. He
was always saying, old things have passed away, all things have become
new. He would say it with a twinkle in his eye, too, as if he really and
truly believed that anything new could have been made out of your
sorry old ass. That religion shit you could leave for the birds, but he
seemed a nice enough fella. Wasn't ever visiting any family or nothing,
just coming to talk to guys like you. You wonder if he's local, if he's
nearby. You sit in your seat on the Greyhound, your arms and chest
swimming in your too-big clothes as you stare out the window at farmland flying by and picture what might happen if you tried to find him.
You would set one foot on the gray swept steps of a cozy-looking whitewashed Presbyterian church and the thing would implode, leaving you
REFORM. RE-FORM.

standing there without a scratch, but abandoning families inside trapped

and crushed beneath beams, bricks and shattered glass, stained green,
yellow, purple and bloody red.
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You have no place to go. Well, there are plenty of places you could
go, but no place you can go that will make you feel OK about all of this
wide-open, clean air, this colorful spacious weirdness. So you go to the
only place you can go: home to your mother's. Home to that bucolic,
suburban, post-World War ranch house cast in terrifically tacky blues
and greens. Even after all this time, the house still smells the same. A
little bit stinky, a little bit stale, a little like the dust collected around the
porcelain, wood, and ceramic ducks your own mother has amassed. A
little like the Ben-Gay she rubs into her rusted joints and the weak coffee
she pours into her shriveled, tiny stomach. And a little, just a little like
the hopelessness you wore out of the joint, that's in your clothes and
hair, and filmy on your skin, on your face and fingertips. They put it on
the food and water in there, you think, a biochemical LoJack to keep
tabs on you, to be sure that someday, someway, you'll find your way
Home Again. Not to the home that was, of your mother or your wife
(who wouldn't have you even if you did try to find her) or even to the
home you might make for yourself; you'll find your way home to the
only gray, colorless, straight-lined home you will ever know.
It began on a Sunday over fourteen years ago.
In a church.
You sick bastard.
You were in a basement, a low-ceilinged set of classrooms and fellowship hall with plain beige walls and tile floors. It smelled like old
moth-eaten hymnals and consumed cookies and juice served for receptions and socials. You were teaching Sunday school, four- to six-year
olds; that day you had a lesson planned about Joseph and his coat of
many colors. You had finished the crafts and were preparing to move on
to snack time and then the Bible verse for the week. But first, a bathroom break. You stood between the boys' and girls' rooms, holding each
door open with an arm, and the first one, the original, she by whom
your true self was revealed, came out of the girls' room and told you
she'd been with Veronica Carter and Jenny Murphy when they'd gone
potty, but that she didn't have to go.
Are you sure? you'd said.
Yeah.
Would you like a drink of water? you'd said.
Yeah.

Jessica M. Young

397

So you'd lifted her up: you'd wrapped your wide arm around her
tiny waist-she was like lifting a heavy grocery bag, you'd thoughtand lifted her up against you to the top of the water fountain, which was
a good three and a half feet off the ground.
She'd pressed the round silver button and a liquid rod of water had
shot out of the mouthpiece and curved downward into the drain. You'd
watched as the tips of her straight brown hair, held back from her face
by white plastic butterfly barrettes, fell into the water, and you'd listened
as she slurped the water. She drank slowly, each sip pulling water in
loudly; it was a messy sound. You kept expecting to feel her dribble
water all over your forearm.
You'd felt her twist against you. Squirm. Her feet, so high off the
ground, knocked against your kneecaps and thighs and you must have
begun to lose your grip because she wiggled, hitching up, trying to get
closer to the water. Maybe your arm was shaking. Her dress, navy blue
with white cuffs and collar, began to rustle and bunch against you, you
could feel it.
But a salty, sweet sort of taste flooded your mouth and like an itch
needing to be scratched, you knew it wasn't her dress that was twisted
up, that had bunched against you, that it was you that had bunched
against you, and against her too. Your arm really began to tremble, not
from the effort but from fear and disgust, and you yanked her back from
the fountain and practically threw her on the floor.
She turned to look up at you, adjusting her dress. She smoothed out
the skirt and undid and redid the white belt buckle that gathered the
dress at her waist, and she sighed. There was a slightly darker spot of
blue on her dress where she had spilled all the water down her front.
Did you get enough to drink? you'd somehow been able to ask.
Yeah.
OK, go get in line with the others, you'd said. You were panting.
Sweetly, obediently, she'd turned on her black patent leather heels
and lined up against the wall beside Mike Bauer and Veronica Carter,
who had come out of the girls' room.
And just like that, the moment was over. The warm, itchy hardness
of your reality had been sliced cleanly and perfectly through, had been
ended. You were still hard, but she didn't know, none of them knew. You
turned to the fountain, shoving one hand into your pocket, searching for
the part of you that had rebelled, that had betrayed, that had sinned
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against you and tried to quiet it, to reign it in. You bent down to the
mouthpiece and cold water fell over your teeth and down your throat,
and your face crumbled and you drank, praying silently, my God, forgive me, what have I done? In your short tenure as a Sunday school
teacher nothing like this had ever happened. They'd given you the job
because your wife was on the committee and had been nagging you to
join something, quite literally for Christ's sake; besides which, they were
short-handed. But it wasn't about doing the right thing for you: it was
just about trying to get your wife off your back.
You'd stood up straight, ironed out your forehead, furtively checked
the adjustment in your crotch, and ordered your brood of little ones
back to your room to teach them I John 4:7-8.
The rest of the morning you'd been as sweet as you could be, while
not looking her or any of the rest of them in their open, attentive, young
eyes. You'd given them each a half-cup of goldfish crackers, you'd
taught them their verse, and you'd even let them draw on the board at
the front of the room or play with the used blocks at their tables. It gave
you a chance to sit back and watch, an excuse to crumble into the
adult's chair and try to get control of yourself.
Control. The word makes you want to laugh now, as if you ever had
control of yourself, you lying pervert sack of shit. You really think this
was ever something you could control?
But at the time you truly believed you could. You sat in that chair
and tried not to look panic stricken. Like the morning bell that tolled
before worship, under which you sat fretting, shaking your crossed leg
and biting your thumb, it echoed in your head: if your right hand causes
you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you. What made you remember that
now anyway? It only made you feel judged and condemned. It sounded
barbaric. Cut it off. Lance it. Slice it, like a callus or a hangnail or a
mole, or an errant bit of flesh. How ... nice that something so disgusting
could be so cleanly and clinically disposed of. It seemed awful. But come
on, get real. It could have been just the simple friction, the twisting of
her little body against your own, the uncontrolled, inattentive wiggling
of a girl who just wanted a drink of water and couldn't quite reach.
It couldn't be possible. You were a good man, held a decent job at
an insurance company, provided for your wife, even loved her and she
loved you. Sure, your marriage wasn't without its problems; no one's is,
but you were doing all right. But the logic only worked on part of you.
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There was a nagging somewhere, like a jumping nerve in your eyelid
that whispered, Do not ignore me, I will not go away. You left Sunday
school and church that day and never returned, letting your wife make
excuses for your absence, and you tried on your own to silence this thing
in you, to deal with it yourself.
It all started with that little one, you know that now, the very first
who provoked the feeling that was unlike anything you'd ever felt
before. It wasn't just a hard on; no, this was something else, something
that defied words or explanation. It was white-hot lightning that struck
out from your stomach and shot through your spine to your skull
making the hairs on the back of your neck shoot up, and down into your
bowels and genitals, making them go all warm and hard and liquid at
the same time. What frightened you more than the depravity of the
arousal brought on by that young girl, more than its impropriety or the
disgust, more than the sinfulness of it all, was how much you delighted
in the feeling. The tiny, tightly budded body of her awoke something in
you, something that craved her, the way she was so young but still with
the markings and behavior of a woman. This something paced the yard
of your heart, big and yellow and growling low in his throat, howling at
the electricity of a storm coming, dark and powerful on the horizon.
Weeks passed slowly and you found yourself looking at women in a different way, a calculating, hungry way, sizing them up and breathing
them in, looking for something, although you didn't know what.
There is no forgiveness in the community for men like you. There is
only pity and fear, and swift judgment like the sharp whistle of a falling
ax through the air, slicing you cleanly and permanently out of society,
out of sight and mind, out of the community that said it would love and
protect you. No one loves you now, not even Jesus. They told you so.
You are an abomination. You are a monster; you are one of the unreachables. No one will help you be better than you are because they do not
believe reform is possible. Perhaps they know something that the people
on the inside don't know.
You were careless the first time; lucky. The only reason it worked
was because she was so falling-down, sloppy drunk that she passed out
shortly after you got her into her house. About a month after that first
Sunday you found yourself in a murky, smoky Ramada Inn bar with
dirty matted-down carpet, nursing a Scotch and soda, trying to silence
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this feeling, and she had slid into the stool beside yours. She lived on the
other end of town in an old-fashioned two-bedroom similar to your
mother's house, but you didn't think at all about that as you helped her
inside later that night because the soft, pliant flesh of this woman under
your fingers was making you breathe heavily. She was heavy, with her
body so limp, and you puffed with effort. Her bedroom was a girly pink
color, with big aggressive roses on the cream-colored bedspread and on
the curtains that hung on the window. It smelled artificial and sweet, like
a Country Linen candle. There was a shelf on the wall holding several
books and a stuffed bear dressed as a ballerina. Her bed was unmade
and you stumbled toward it with her, almost dragging her, and threw her
across it.
She lay there unconscious, her arms flung apart on the tangled
sheets, her head to one side, jaw slackened in sleep, her beckoning knees
parted slightly. The cheaply made black skirt she wore ballooned
upward on her thighs and you could almost make out a wisp, a hint, a
breath of her mouth that called you between them. God, just the idea of
it being so close made your mouth water. She looked vulnerable and
tender, and familiarly sacrificial, almost iconic lying there spread apart
like that, and for a while you weren't sure if you were going to do what
you weren't sure you were going to do.
And then the thing inside you flashed its eyes darkly and snarled and
rushed and you were on her, the buttons on her rumpled white shirt
flying off and falling almost silently on the beige carpet as you tore at it,
and your hands were strangely sure and they whipped her skirt up and
snatched at her panties and they were off quickly in your hand like a
wrapper, and her whole body was just so open and yielding. There they
were, all these thin-skinned moist parts of her, ripe for picking. Your
hands weren't as deft with your own clothes: you fumbled at your belt
buckle for much longer than it should have taken you, oh God you just
couldn't free this thing in you fast enough, and it was out and then it
was inside her, and God her cunt was so tight, and at one point her head
turned like she was waking, and an instinct, orange and immediate in
your hand sprang out and you hit her, and her head lolled back and she
never moved again, and you were slamming into her over and over,
biting your lip till it ached, clutching the mattress, lost in the friction of
your bodies, the smell of iron and booze and sweat filling the air, and
the taste of power strong in your mouth like blood, and you fucked her,
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you hadn't even taken your clothes off and they hung off you as you
consumed the body of this perfect stranger, perfectly unconscious, who
wrapped around you like dough and it was incredible, the lightning
racked you limb from limb as it crashed inside you, as the storm broke
over you, until you came, trembling over her and whimpering softly.
Like the dog you are.
You had looked down at her. The feeling was so powerful that you'd
almost forgotten she was there. She hadn't moved but the one time; she
seemed to be as knocked out as she'd been when you'd helped her
through her front door.
In hindsight, you aren't sure you could call what you did rape. Some
of the others, maybe. Once you start planning this stuff out, start
looking for people, it's hard for it not to be the way it seemed. But this,
well, arguably this was just two consenting adults, one of whom was too
sloshed to remember the lewd things she'd whispered as she'd stroked
your cock under the bar. At the time you still thought you could control
this. You thought this one night's exploits would silence the thing inside
you: see, you tried to say to yourself, now I've done it, and I have to
carry this burden all by myself, but at least it's out of my system.
Nobody has to know and it never has to happen again. You'd even gone
home to your wife, and showered the come and the power off your skin
and fucked her, too, nice and slow the way she likes it, so she felt like
she was getting special attention. You held her as she drifted to sleep and
you thought that everything could return to normal.
But that isn't the way it had gone. The hunger in you hadn't abated;
instead one had led to another had led to another, and soon you were
doing your best to keep your two lives separate and self-contained and
organized. The whole thing happened rather fast, actually. Girls in dark
bars and after high-school football games. Girls without someone to
walk them to their car at the end of their shift at the greasy spoon. Girls
outside of town, with pussies clean and tight like new jeans, that just fit
so fucking good. Girls walking home alone from bus stops. Girls who
tried too hard and didn't know what they were doing until it was too
late. You did whatever it took just to have it.
After it all fell apart no one called you. Your wife put you out; she
was confused, hurt, and afraid, her heart hardened into a glittering little
onyx charm. No one was coming for you. You didn't know how to reach
out, and when you tried, no one was there to take your hand. Pastor
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McKenzie had made one awkward visit at the beginning, to tell you,
ahem, that God forgives, but also that he was sorry, ahem, but under the
circumstances, ahem, he and the church could no longer, ahem, consider
you a member. He brought you a Bible, might as well have thrown it at
you and run away he was so worthless, so afraid. It was a red leather
slim volume, but you felt so ashamed, so angry and so far gone that you
let it lay untouched, and when you were transferred out, it remained. Let
somebody read it who could be forgiven; it wasn't for the likes of you.
You have no idea how it happened. The nagging thing in you snarled
and grew, and suddenly it was just about throwing girls into the gaping
mouth of the fiery volcano that raged inside you. Victims seemed to
come out of the woodwork: twelve victims in as many months, before
some clever bitch reported you and a plucky witness ID'ed you.
Apparently you'd never been as clean and tidy as you thought. The
charges stacked up like bricks until they tumbled down, walling you
away, for years and years, until you were released and handed the word
reform.
The word-not the means, skills, or instructions. Just the space and
an expectation for you to do so.
You don't have a fucking chance.
Eight weeks have passed. Eight weeks of paying visits to Bart, your
parole officer, and staring vacantly at him in his damp, dismal office as
he invites you to community-outreach activities and tries to teach you
platitudes and mottos he supposes will help you be a better man. He is
sure, in a way that you are not, that his words are the perfect crutch to
keep you walking upright and out of trouble. You know it is like trying
to use a measuring cup to put out a bonfire: a valiant effort, but a waste
of time.
Eight weeks of being up underneath your mother, of eating cold-cut
sandwiches for lunch and stewed chicken for dinner and going for drives
to get out of the house and looking desperately for a job just so you
don't have to sit at home and stare at her as she watches her stories and
crochets doilies and cozies that fill up every spare inch of storage space
inside that airless, crushing home.
After eight weeks you finally find a job, although no thanks to your
own search. After several failed attempts-that background check is
always the kiss of death, nobody wants to hire an ex-con-your P.O.
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and "friend" has called in a chit and managed to land you a job doing
oil changes at a Quickie Lube. It's not the glamorous world of insurance
you were so familiar with, but it's something. You haven't actually
started the job yet; you just showed up at the place a week ago and filled
out an application that you handed to a large, bearded black man with
the name Pookie stitched on his navy coveralls. He had skin the color of
coal and wet, dark brown eyes with yellowish whites.
Bart sent me, you'd said, trying to sound nonchalant, but instead
your voice is shaking a little, clipped and short tempered.
Pookie's eyes shifted from the application to your face, and one eyebrow went up on his midnight dark brow as he sized you up. Oh yeah,
he said, sucking his teeth, and the toothpick in his mouth shifted from
one side to another. You're one a Bart's, huh? Well, I guess that makes a
difference, don't it? Bart's pretty good people, he said, watching you
carefully. He ain't the smartest white man I ever met, but he's all right.
Not knowing what to do, you shrugged your shoulders. He's OK,
you guessed.
Wait here a minute, he said, and disappeared behind a door marked
Office with a car calendar on the front swinging from a nail. The garage
had room for three cars at a time, and all of the barrels, pipes, anything
metal was painted a startlingly cheery orange. A tinny old radio stashed
somewhere played Aretha Franklin, or someone who sounded like her.
Apparently Pookie had picked the radio station, you figured.
Two minutes later he had emerged with a binder three inches thick
and instructed you to memorize what was in it. You had two weeks to
get a seventy or better-this part he said with irony twinkling in his
watery eyes-and he'd start you out at fifteen an hour.
It had been that easy. Bless Bart's well-meaning, misguided heart,
he'd been good for something after all. Now you find yourself at home.
You've driven your mother's Buick up onto a set of lifts and you have a
board on wheels to slide underneath it and take a look. The binder is
open to a page, a graphic-looking line drawing of the underside of the
average car. There are labeled lines that mystify you, remind you vaguely
of a cross section of an animal cell from ninth grade biology. You point
at this part with one of your short, thick fingers, squeeze that tube, and
try to remember the order of the engine parts that are essential to the fifteen minute oil change you will hopefully begin to perfect. After which,
you roll out from under the car and stand up, age and misuse of your
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body creaking in your joints. You stretch back and forward, trying to
bring some bend into your back, and wipe your hands on a rag. The
binder lays beside the car and you pick it up off the blacktopped driveway
and balance it on the edge of the open hood.
Your mother is inside, in front of the TV as always. She does not
think of you or notice you; she does not even bring you a glass of water,
and you'd like it; you're hot. It is a gray day, without a lot of light but
warm-as if someone has clamped a huge square of wax paper over the
sky to block out the light but trap warmth. You can feel sweat pulling
your shirt to your back and all you've done is touch a few parts under
the hood and then compare them to what's in the binder.
Then like a rip through the quiet afternoon a motor starts nearby.
Your head turns to your left with the sound. A lawnmower motor.
But the sound is not what you really notice when you turn your head.
What you really notice is the girl. The long-legged tall-bodied one who
has just jerked decisively on the starter and pulled you out of the gray
quietude of the afternoon and into a place with which you are massively
uncomfortable but oh so familiar.
Tall: she is tall, at least as tall as you are. She stands about thirty feet
away from you but even at that distance you can tell she is tall. She
walks like a girl who is not conscious of how long she is, only like a girl
who has to use the legs she was born with to get from here to there. By
the hand of some cruel, capricious god, the god you are sure has never
forgiven you and wants only to see you fail, she is wearing tiny, gray
shorts, gray like the sky, gray like the fog in your head, gray like the
walls inside, that only make her brown hairless athletic legs look even
longer. Her limbs move like they are liquid chocolate poured from a
spoon, and they end in two white sneakers, nondescript and stained that
summer-green color that all grass-cutting shoes start to get. She hikes at
the sleeves of a short-sleeved white T-shirt that hangs just at the curve
of her hips. Maybe because she is hot like you, or maybe by the twisted
hand of that twisted god, her shirt clings to her in places and fits her
closely; you can see underneath it that the bra she is wearing is baby
blue and lacey.
She walks in a line parallel to you, but away from you, down the
length of both your yards, cutting her grass. The backs of her thighs look
tender and perfect, they are so right you want to rub your hands all over
them, to take them and have them and somehow feel them against you,
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to swallow them if you could. She seems to take no notice of you on the
way down, but on the way back, as she carefully turns the mower, raring
back with it and lifting it up to make sure she gets any stray blades, she
looks up and sees you watching her. She hesitates for a moment, then
smiles, and lifts a hand.
Your hands are still wiping themselves on the rag. You lift one to
wave back, and the rag falls at your feet.
Shit, there you go again, looking like the asshole you are. But you're
not really thinking about that. You're wondering if she knows. You've
seen this girl before come in and out of the house next to your own.
You've seen her mother from behind your living room curtains, a hardworking middle-aged black woman who glares at your house with a
frown of suspicion, judgment, and pity on her face. You have seen her
bustle her things, her files and briefcase out of her car in the driveway,
and hustle her daughter, this amazing creature, out of the car and into
the house.
But now here she is, without the mother with the disapproving
frown. Here she is, sweaty, alone, in her yard-work clothes on a
Saturday afternoon, smiling curiously at you as she pushes a gas mower
around her yard.
You've been out eight weeks, man. The gray and the concrete and
the hopelessness are still fresh in your memory, or at least they should
be, and with every firm stride she makes through the grass they seem to
grow closer and closer.
Something in you is beginning to crack and fall, you can feel it.
Maybe you never wanted this job changing oil in soccer moms' minivans. Maybe you never wanted the mundanity of life living with your
mother and chatting with Bart and making grocery lists and buying
stamps and fixing wobbly table legs and changing light bulbs and all of
the mindless shit you've been doing since you've been out. Maybe
reform is just another way of saying conform, and what you really want
is the rush, and the hunger, and the possession you found that sent you
to the joint, that made you feel like some wretched need in you was
finally, finally being met.
It is as if the decision in you is already made. It is as if nothing can
save you from yourself. Like a burst of something just right now shot
into a vein in your neck that swims quickly through your body, lighting
up the nerves under your skin, filling your mouth with the taste for
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power and making your hands shake. There is no mantra you can chant,
there is no god you can call on, there is nothing to save you from this
choice you have not even had to weigh carefully. There is nothing but
the wax paper sky, and the humidity, and the grass moving beneath your
moving feet and the newly shorn grass at your property line where yours
ends and hers begins, and her long-legged lope toward you, with young
eyes and an unknowing smile.
Pretty hot, huh?
You fucking genius.
She laughs, though, and shrugs her shoulders. Yeah, I guess.
Summer's my favorite, though; I hate winter.
Rather be hot than cold?
Yeah. I wish the sun was out; it's always nicer to cut the grass when
the sun's out.
Her hands rest on her hips, which are cocked to your left, one foot
pointing at the street, the other pointing at the line where your unkempt
lawn meets her cut one, at the toes of your sneakers.
How come your dad ain't out here cuttin' this grass?
He's away on business. He's away a lot. Besides I don't mind it; I like
the way it smells.
Yeah, it does smell nice. Awful nice of you to cut it for your mom.
She workin'?
Yeah. She works so hard, she's too tired to do it when she comes
home.

Oh.
She looks over your shoulder. Is something wrong with your car?
No, I'm just poking around inside. Got a job as a mechanic, and I'm
gonna start in a few days, but gotta make sure I know what I'm doin'.
The smile on her face deepens and a dimple appears. That makes
good sense, she says.
There is a pregnant pause. You hesitate.
Well, I guess I better get backSay, I don't suppose I could trouble you for a glass of water, could I?
Uh, sure I guess. Is there something wrong with your sink or something?
No, it's just that my mom is so old, and she's asleep in the front
room, and the slightest noise wakes her up.
What the fuck are you saying?
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But it works. Her brow furrows, but she shrugs again. Yeah, okay.
You two atart toward the house.
Thanks. What's your name?
Danielle.
Danielle. That's a beautiful name.
There's the smile again, and this time you return your own, a slightly
squinty, enigmatic, closed-lips smile that always works.
Then there's the clincher.
I'll even wait outside, OK?
Oh, OK.
She opens the wooden door from the garage to the house, and
because you are chivalrous, she doesn't bother to shut it all the way.
From inside the door, the cold metal doorknob locks in your hand
with a brassy, certain, satisfying click.
Forty-five minutes later, long after you have taken it from her and
walked back through the grass and into your garage and shut the door,
you peer through the living room curtains and notice the lawn mower
still sits silent and abandoned in her front yard.
Another part of you is shaking now, but it is a tremble that is tasty,
that you know fondly.
You go to your room and sit with your hands balled into fists on
your thighs and you wait for the knock that you know, that you pray,
will come. You exhale in relief and satiety.
Two things are certain.
The knock is coming.
Whether it was worth it or not is of no consequence because it is
your ticket back inside, where no one asks or expects you to be different
than you are. Where you are going you must remain, and you do not
have to change.
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This is the Way We Talk
Katelyn Stanek

THE LAST TRULY GREAT THING MY UNCLE DID WAS TRACK DOWN THE BRICK.

He did so, finally, in a pile of dust, wood, and industrial refuse that
stood on the side of North Avenue, and which had previously stood
within several thousand other bricks to form the southernmost wall of
a Proctor & Gamble soap factory.
It was possibly the first truly great thing Uncle Russell did, too, but
it was certainly the last, and when the official Proctor & Gamble brick
arrived for my grandfather on Christmas day wrapped in a Sears circular and marked with "For Dad" on one of its six sides, it seemed for
a moment as if it was the best thing my Uncle Russell or any uncle, for
that matter, had ever done.
"I got it from the plant," he said, and shrugged when my grandfather
opened it and looked at him, questioning. "It doesn't look like much."
"Russell," my grandmother sighed. She was perched on her knees,
leaning against the tree.
"It doesn't look like much, Mom."
"Russell-"
"I know."
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"Russ-"
"But I had to sneak in after dark. The construction crews ... and it's
a hardhat area from one side to the other."
"Russ-"
"Under the fence, you had to go. But it isn't much. It doesn't look
like much. It isn't."
"Russell, it's wonderful," my grandmother said, and the eleven or so
of us in a circle of red sweaters and newly gifted socks smiled, and
nodded, Yes, it is wonderful.
"It's wonderful," Grandma repeated. "You did that for your dad ..."
My grandfather felt the weight of the brick in his hands, turned it
over in one palm and lifted it for all of us to see. It was a deep, pockmarked red, weathered on one side and dotted with mortar.
"You snuck in to get this?" he asked my uncle. "Right after they
knocked the old bastard down?"
My grandmother flinched as if to say, Oh, we don't talk like that on
Christmas. But she stopped herself. Of course we talk like that on
Christmas.
Uncle Russell shifted in his folding chair. "Yeah, I had to move quick
... it doesn't look like much, I know."
"Pass it around for everyone," Grandma said, "so everyone can see
Russell's gift," but my grandfather held it tighter, in both hands now. He
lifted it to his face and breathed in deep.
"Ha! It smells like detergent flakes. I swear it does, Russ. I swear it."
Uncle Russell smiled to the rest of us. "It should, shouldn't it? After
however many years, it had better stink of soap."
"The old bastard ... ," Grandpa started, but stopped. "You don't get
used to retirement, you know. I don't care what they say." He looked at
me across the circle of relatives. In my hands was a copy of Learn
Marine Biology! given to me by my Aunt Julie. It was that Christmas's
best acquisition.
"Laura," my grandfather said, "you better study that book hard. It's
not easy to be a biologist. And once you are one, don't let anyone tell
you when you're done."
I nodded, hesitating as I let out a small, "I know."
"She knows," Grandpa said. He pulled the brick down to his lap and
asked, "Whose turn is it?" My grandmother ducked underneath the tree
to reach a few gifts that had been pushed to the back. I watched as he
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leaned toward Uncle Russell and muttered, not too quietly, "You know
what we should do with this? We should throw it through President
Pepper's goddamn window. Shutting the old bastard down ..."
My uncle smirked for a moment and shifted in his seat again. He
looked away.
"No," my grandfather said, serious this time. "No, I couldn't do
that. Wouldn't get the brick back, then, would I?"
"Probably not, Dad. He probably wouldn't think to give it back to
you."
"No, he wouldn't ... knocking down the old bastard."
"The old bastard," Russell repeated.
I watched Grandpa as he ignored the commotion over Aunt Julie's
new candlesticks. "Pepper's an old bastard, too."
"The whole board of directors is full of old bastards."
"The whole company."
"The whole world."
"Pepper's the worst old bastard of them all."
"Probably."
"But maybe not as bad as me."
"You're an old bastard."
"President Pepper's an old bastard, too."
"You're right, Russ. You're right."
"The whole world's full of old bastards."
"And you're on your way."
"You're right, Dad."
"Old bastards."
"Old bastards."
Grandpa grabbed the brick in his lap and mimicked a throw, quarterback style. The rest of the room had moved on to my mother's throw
rug and matching pillows.
"Right through the old bastard's living room, I'd throw it," my
grandfather mumbled. And then, "You never do get used to retirement."
Uncle Russell slouched down into his seat. "I guess not."
"Thanks, Russ. It's a good gift."
"You're welcome. You old bastard."
This is the way we talked on Christmas.
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